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NOTE ON NAMES, SPELLING AND ILLUSTRATIONS 
The early researchers of Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia used a variety of Mongolian and Chinese spellings 
and transcriptions. In addition, a number of Mongolian place names have now entered literature in Chinese 
transcriptions. Without restricting myself to one system, I have opted for whichever transcription raises the least 
confusion. Where possible I have followed Standaert (2001).  
I have transcribed the majority of Chinese place names in pinyin and attempted to include Chinese 
characters for Chinese place names (for characters see the glossary in Appendix 3). I have maintained other 
transcriptions when drawing upon early publications that omit Chinese characters and have generally transcribed 
Mongolian place names as they are in early source publications, such as Martin (1938) or Gai (1991), unless 
these transcriptions were problematic.  
I have chosen to use Chinese and Mongolian geographical names followed by the English for river, 
mountain or banner and thus, for instance, used Yinshan mountains instead of Yinshan or Yin Mountains, Shara 
Muren river instead of Shara Muren or Yellow River, and Damaoqi banner instead of Damaoqi or Damao 
Banner.  
With ‘Inner Mongolia’ I refer to the Chinese province of the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region 
(IMAR) and with ‘Mongolia’ the independent country Mongolia, formerly Outer Mongolia. I have used 
‘Mongol’ when referring to issues or people related to the Mongol rule of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
or traditional characteristics, and ‘Mongolian’ when referring to the people currently living in Inner Mongolia 
and Mongolia and to more recent issues and developments in both Inner Mongolia and Mongolia.  
Images in plates are credited with the initials of the photographer followed by the year when they were 
made. The initials ‘IW’ thus stand for Iwan Baan, ‘WJ’ for Wei Jian and ‘TH’ for the present author.  
Plates follow chapters, whereas maps are inserted at the start of chapters. For objects included in the 
appendix of Halbertsma (2005a) I have listed the object’s number in a footnote. The appendix to Halbertsma 
(2005a) is reproduced here with errata and further data in Appendix 4.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The western world, being a culture rooted in Christianity, has a longstanding interest in Christians in other parts 
of the world. This interest has undoubtedly shaped western views of the wider world. It has, for one thing, 
inspired legends relating of a mysterious eastern Christian king named Prester John and an eastern Christian 
realm. The legends in turn motivated mediaeval European leaders to send envoys to the Far East in an attempt to 
contact this Christian ally. Europe’s searches for Prester John have resulted in a variety of encounters between 
western envoys and Nestorian Christians in the Far East. Prester John was never found, but Marco Polo, who 
described numerous Christian communities in the Far East, claimed to have encountered his Christian 
descendants. Polo’s references to Christians in China are in part a product of the western interest in Christianity 
abroad and have in turn become the object of study for whoever is interested in the Christendom of the East. The 
popularity of Polo’s travels also illustrates a parallel fascination of the western world for China. It is thus not 
surprising that despite the marginal presence of Christians in China and the limited instances of direct contact 
between China and mediaeval Europe, western scholars traditionally pay generous attention to the study of 
Christianity in China. This practice is illustrated by the fact that the majority of the studies dealing with the 
present topic is written in western languages such as English, French and, to a lesser extend, German and Italian. 
Indeed, even the small number of Japanese scholars researching the Christian presence in China has chosen to 
publish in a western language whereas material in Chinese frequently proves to be descriptive rather than 
interpretive. But what is it that feeds these fascinations in the western world?  
It is exactly this question that Roman Malek raises in his introduction to a collection of conference 
papers on the study of Nestorian Christianity. Malek argues that the scholastic interest is motivated by the 
historical perspective of the coming and presence of Nestorianism in China and Central Asia:  
 
“Nestorianism” in China and Central Asia is an example par excellence of an intercultural encounter 
because it very clearly raises questions which are of relevance to theology, dialogue, tolerance, 
inculturation, and the assimilation, the preservation of identity and demarcation: How does a foreign 
culture and religion fare in China? And which position does Chinese culture take when encountering 
foreign cultures and religions.2  
 
The ‘intercultural encounter’ revealed by this search is perhaps best illustrated by depictions of crosses rising 
from lotus flowers and the use of multiple scripts and languages expressing Christianity in Buddhist, Confucian 
and Daoist vernacular. The two sub-questions raised by Malek have been relevant since the discovery of, what in 
the western world, has simply become known as the ‘Xi’an Stele’.3 The stele has become so central to the study 
of China that it is identified by a geographical position and given a name which could be applied to a great 
number of similar objects in Xi’an. It thus comes to no great surprise that this particular stele deals with the 
arrival and reception of Christianity in China.  
Seventeenth century Jesuits in China may have seen a missionary use for the Xi’an Stele - as evangelical 
groups both inside and outside China still do so today - but their translation work of the inscription also triggered 
a renewed search for the early Christians in China, long after the search for Prester John had been abandoned.4 
The discovery at the start of the twentieth century of further Nestorian documents and paintings in East 
Turkestan – present western China - renewed the search for Nestorian objects in China. The dubious 
interpretation of a large number of bronze objects as ‘Nestorian crosses’ shows, perhaps, how frantic the search 
for Nestorian objects eventually became.5 It did not take long, however, before undisputed Nestorian relics were 
discovered all over China. Despite the discovery of such large numbers of authentic Nestorian relics, scholarly 
attempts to categorize the field regularly appealed for further study and field research on the Nestorian remains,6 
in particular regarding those found in Inner Mongolia.7  
                                                
2 Malek (2006b) 18. 
3 ‘Stele on the Propagation of the Luminous Religion of Daqin in China’, also called the ‘Nestorian Monument’ or ‘Daqin 
Stele’.  
4 Examples for contemporary missionary use of the Xi’an Stele are found in: Joseph (undated). For a recent essay on the 
appropriation of the stele see: Nicolini-Zani (2006b).  
5 For these so called ‘bronze Ordos crosses’, see among many publications: Yeung (1978); Pelliot (1932); Hambis (1954); 
and Chapter 11 of the present study.  
6 See for instance: Saeki (1951) 450; but also Klein (2002) [29].  
7 See for instance: Enoki (1964) 51; Grönbech (1940) 307; Chen Yuan (1938) 256; and Heissig (1964) 295. 
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The discovery of Nestorian relics has not only led to new insights but also resulted in radically new 
interpretation, or rather, appropriation of the material. Indeed, the heritage of the early Nestorian Christians in 
China has often been stripped of its original intention and purpose and given new meaning. This appropriation is 
still continuing.8 Though this process will eventually lead to the destruction and disappearance of the material, 
for there are no natural custodians of this material since the disappearance of Nestorian Christians from China, it 
also means that the Nestorian archaeological sites and objects develop a history of their own.  
The study of the Nestorian Christian heritage in China has in recent years received much attention, 
perhaps more so than in previous years. International conferences and exhibitions, field projects and independent 
studies have resulted in a large number of publications, both academic and popular.9 The study of Nestorian 
relics from China is thus very much a work in progress. Indeed, Nestorian heritage is still being found in China, 
especially in Quanzhou10 and Inner Mongolia,11 and academic publications covering these discoveries continue 
to appeal for further investigations.12 Inner Mongolia in particular is singled out for ‘a deepened research on the 
field’.13 As pointed out by Igor de Rachewiltz in his recent authoritative annotated translation of The Secret 
History, an ‘analysis and evaluation of the archaeological discoveries made in the last decades in Inner Mongolia 
is now imperative’.14 Sadly, widespread looting and destruction causes the Nestorian sites and objects in Inner 
Mongolia to literally disappear under our eyes. The heritage needs to be preserved at least through photos and 
text before it is destroyed, stripped of all context, or - in case of objects - distributed to private collections where 
it is no longer possible to study remains or trace their origins.  
This project arose from an endeavour to document Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia before they are 
lost. The field was thus defined by a presence of Nestorian remains as well as recent developments affecting the 
heritage. The geographical field with these remains was once inhabited by Öngüt and is bordered on the south by 
the Daqingshan mountains and on the north by the present border between China and Mongolia. Although a 
number of related remains have been found south of the Daqingshan mountains no such remains have been 
encountered in Mongolia. Naturally, the documentation of these Nestorian remains demands some sort of 
interpretation of the material and a reconstruction of the past.  
The first objective of the project is the material documentation, description and interpretation of these 
sites and objects. Whilst documenting and interpreting the material, a conviction arose that there was more to the 
story of the search for and discovery of Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia than a reconstruction of the past. 
The many ways in which the remains were discovered and how they were reconstructed and appropriated are as 
interesting, for these approaches throw an important light on twentieth century attitudes towards a distant past – 
be these attitudes foreign, Mongolian or Han Chinese.  
Vice versa it is most useful to be familiar with these attitudes whilst studying the documentation of 
Nestorian remains that have been lost, for it might be the case that these very attitudes have become an intrinsic 
part of the documentation and presentation of the heritage. It is thus the project’s second objective to record how 
the Nestorian objects and sites of Inner Mongolia were appropriated and how they obtained new meaning and 
usage.  
The present study is divided into four parts. Part I provides an introduction to the medieval sources on 
the Nestorian presence in the Far East, the associated terms and the historical framework.  
Part II presents a new synthesis of publications and unpublished sources on the Nestorian remains in 
Inner Mongolia. This synthesis provides in the first place a chronological overview of the discovery of Nestorian 
relics and remains in Inner Mongolia and, to some extent, in related regions in Central Asia and China. These 
sources include primarily western contributions but also concern a small number of important Chinese 
publications. Though indispensable for the study of Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia, the presentation of 
Nestorian remains in a number of these Chinese publications is at times problematic or at the very least 
confusing. The present study’s contribution regarding these sources includes a clarification of the sometimes 
lapidary presentation of early Chinese archaeological reports on Nestorian finds and the presentation of visual 
                                                
8 See for contemporary uses of Nestorian material in Inner Mongolia: Halbertsma (2006a).  
9 For popularized accounts on early Christianity in China see: Palmer (2000); Moore (2003); Baumer (2005) and the present 
author’s: Halbertsma (2002a). For a most critical appraisal of a number of popularized translations see: Deeg (2006).  
10 Parry (2003); Niu (2004); Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005); Parry (2006a); Lieu (2006) 295; Franzmann and Lieu (2006); 
Wu (2005).  
11 For recent discoveries see: Gai (1991); Hamilton and Niu (1994) and Halbertsma (2005a).  
12 Malek (2002b) 37.  
13 See for instance: Paolillo (2006a) 373.  
14 Rachewiltz (2004) 657.  
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material in the appendixes of this study. Part II further introduces the present author’s research project and 
findings in Inner Mongolia.  
Part III provides a historical reconstruction of the Nestorian culture in Inner Mongolia. This 
reconstruction focuses primarily on remains of Nestorian settlements and Nestorian grave material and 
cemeteries. In order to contextualize these remains I distinguish in this chapter a number of dimensions 
expressing religious, ethnic, geographic and political characteristics of the material.  
Part IV provides an insight in the contemporary interpretation and appropriation of Nestorian material of 
Inner Mongolia by herders and farmers of both Han Chinese and Mongolian descent. This part is primarily based 
on a number of interviews conducted with herders and farmers in the field and intends to provide a contemporary 
angle to what otherwise would remain a study dealing exclusively with the past. The second objective of this 
final part is to highlight some problems regarding academic study of appropriated material and documentation of 
Nestorian heritage from Inner Mongolia.  
The four parts are illustrated with plates and concluded with a number of appendixes. Material in these 
appendixes includes a number of previously unpublished objects from Inner Mongolia identified and 
documented by the present author.15 The appendices also include a number of illustrations and photos which are 
difficult to find or access.  
                                                
15 The majority of these objects have been published in: Halbertsma (2005a) Appendix, which forms an appendix to the 
present study and is thus frequently referred to.  
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PART I. TIME AND PLACE 
 
CHAPTER 1. MEDIEVAL ENVOYS CONNECTING EUROPE AND THE MONGOL EMPIRE  
The objective of the first three chapters is to set the stage, so to speak, for the main discussion on the discovery, 
reconstruction and appropriation of the Nestorian heritage of Inner Mongolia. This stage is set in large by a 
number of the thirteenth century envoys, missionaries and travellers who connected mediaeval Europe and the 
Mongol realm. Contrary to common knowledge, these travellers included not only Europeans but also Asian 
discoverers. A great number of these voyagers returned to their homelands, some vanished en route while others 
simply stayed on after reaching their destination. The letters and reports they wrote now form the bases of our 
understanding of the Christian presence and heritage in Mongol China. Indeed, when at the start of the twentieth 
century western institutions sent representatives to the Far East to furnish their collections, these and other 
documents served the expeditions in their search for ancient settlements along the Silk Road.  
The following Chapter 1 thus introduces a number of thirteenth century personalities, both fictitious and 
real, which will be frequently referred to in the remaining chapters of this study. I will not attempt to provide a 
complete overview of these sources but merely highlight a number of these travellers and the documents they 
produced.16 
 
1.1 Prester John and the Christened East  
Towards the middle of the eleventh century a legend featuring a powerful eastern Christian king named Prester 
John, started to circulate in medieval Europe. Europe, caught up in crusades and resounding from the Muslim 
conquests in the Middle East naturally rejoiced about this king who could only be interpreted as a natural ally 
and, perhaps, future saviour. So real became Prester John in western imagination that a number of papal envoys 
and other travellers were sent to the Far East to contact this legendary ruler.  
 The figure of Prester John was first recorded by the German chronicler Otto of Friesing around 1150.17 
In his chronicle Friesing related how in 1145 the Bishop of Gabala of Syria informed Pope Eugenius that ‘a 
certain Iohannes, a king and a priest living in the Far East’ had attempted to attach himself to the crusaders’ 
struggle for the Holy land.18 A descendent of the biblical Magi, Prester John had brought his army to the eastern 
banks of the Tigris. After failing to cross the river the king was forced, according to the report, to return to the 
east and abandon his desires to reach Jerusalem.19 
Two decades later, in 1165, a letter reportedly sent by Prester John reached the royal and papal courts of 
Europe. In his letter, Prester John introduced himself as the powerful ruler of ‘the Three Indies’, who lived in a 
kingdom with rivers of precious stones and in palaces fashioned from gold and jewels. As important, the letter 
clearly expressed Prester John’s intention to overthrow the enemies of Christendom and recapture Jerusalem.20 
Again a decade later, in 1177, Pope Alexander III sent the first of a series of papal envoys to the East to contact 
Prester John. The envoy, none other than the personal physician of the pope, seems to have lost his way in the 
deserts around Palestine, as after his arrival in the Middle East he was not heard of again.21 Prester John’s letter 
has been interpreted as a spectacular fabrication or forgery.22 As would be expected, the letter’s origin and date, 
and, importantly, the intentions of its mysterious author, have resulted in much scholarly debate.23  
It is, however, now generally accepted that the cult of Prester John is connected to the historical figure of 
Yelü Dashi, the Khitan founder of the Kara Kitai dynasty, or the Western Liao dynasty (1131-1213 CE). Yelü 
Dashi was a fierce opponent of the Muslim forces in Central Asia and Persia and a large number of his subjects 
were Nestorian Christians. In fact, it may have been reports from these Nestorian Christians that raised the 
impression that Yelü Dashi himself was a Christian. For at the time, Europe seemed to have assumed that 
whoever opposed the Muslim forces ‘must be a Christian’.24 It is, however, more likely that Yelü Dashi was 
                                                
16 For comprehensive overviews of western travellers in China and the Mongol Empire see, among many others: Moule 
(1930) Chapter VII and IX; Cameron (1970); Rachewiltz (1971); Van Mechelen (2001) 46-51.  
17 Knefelkamp (1998) 124. 
18 Rachewiltz (1971) 31. 
19 For a translation of the relevant passage from Otto of Friesing’s chronicle see: Beckingham (1966) 4. 
20 For a synopsis in Dutch of this letter see: Knefelkamp (1998) 126-127. 
21 Rachewiltz (1971) 20. 
22 For critical remarks on the terms ‘forgery’ or ‘fake’ for the letter, see: Beckingham (1966) 13 ff. 
23 Rachewiltz considers that the letter ‘was written with tongue in cheek from beginning to end’, see: Rachewiltz (1972) 7. 
For a review article of some recent studies on Prester John see: Jackson (1997). 
24 Rachewiltz (1971) 31-34; Rachewiltz (1972) 5. 
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Buddhist and that he merely ‘served as a peg on which the legend was hung’.25 In the words of De Rachewiltz: 
“The Prester John legend must, therefore, be regarded as being fathered by Nestorians and mothered by Christian 
nations of the West.”26  
The Prester John legends, however, did corroborate with a Christian presence in the Far East and it is 
this presence that must have contributed to the longevity and forcefulness of the figure of Prester John in western 
imagination. For until the end of the thirteenth century - some 150 years after Friesing’s first mention - Western 
travellers continued to include the legendary figure or his immediate descendents in their reports on their 
encounters with the Christians in Mongol China and Central Asia.27 Indeed, long after Pope Alexander III’s 
attempt to contact Prester John, Europe’s rulers carried on to send envoys to the east to contact the Mongol 
rulers, among whom Prester John was rumoured to live. As a result, a fair number of Mongol and Central Asian 
rulers have been identified as the Christian ruler of the East that Europe so longed for.  
What is important here is that the western searches and sightings of Prester John resulted in a vast 
amount of travel literature and letters on the Christian presence in the Far East. Not only did these sources shape 
Europe’s view and understanding of Asia, but the sources also remain important for the study of Christianity in 
the Far East. As a number of these sources will be frequently referred to in this study, it is helpful to introduce 
them here briefly.  
 
1.2 William of Rubruck  
The initial thirteenth century papal envoys to the East mainly belonged to the Dominican order. The reports and 
letters these Dominican travellers wrote showed that there was a strong Christian presence in the east but also 
indicated that the Mongol rulers were not as interested in conversion as was believed in the western world. 
Prester John, in other words, proved to be a more reluctant convert than Europe had imagined or, indeed, hoped. 
In particular Güyük Khan, the powerful Mongol ruler at the end of the first half of the thirteenth century, made it 
clear beyond any doubt that he was not converting to Christianity any time soon. Instead, Güyük plainly 
demanded the pope and his entourage to submit to his Mongol rule.28  
Among the western travellers in the Far East, the Franciscan monk William of Rubruck deserves special 
mention. His journey, related in a lengthy and detailed account, constitutes no less than a tour de force. “It would 
be foolish to approach the journey of Friar William of Rubruck with anything but humility. For it was with this 
fundamental attitude that he approached his own life, the hazards of his trip, and the pitiless Mongols…. ” 
considered Nigel Cameron in his highly readable study on the early encounters between east and west.29  
Unlike the Dominican and subsequent Franciscan envoys, Rubruck was not sent to the East as an official 
papal envoy. The Franciscan simply set out for the East to spread his faith among the Mongols. He thus carried 
no official documents other than a carefully worded introduction of King Louis IX of France. To the Mongols, 
the letter appeared to be a half-hearted and problematic document.  
In the winter of 1253, after a gruelling journey, Rubruck reached the Mongol capital Karakoram where 
he introduced the Christian faith to Möngke Khan. In front of the Khan, and his younger brother Khubilai, 
Rubruck also entered a religious debate with representatives from other faiths at the Mongol court. At the capital 
Rubruck recorded the now well known ‘silver tree’, featuring the image of a Christian angel, made by the 
Parisian goldsmith William Boucher.30 Rubruck further detailed how a number of Christians, including 
Nestorians, had connected themselves to the Mongol court. Rubruck, a keen observer, described one of the 
churches as a ‘felt-ger tent marked on top with a cross’ and containing a richly furnished altar piece.  
Rubruck returned to Paris in 1255. It must be pointed out that he never reached China proper. His 
extensive report provides in the first place a wealth of insights into the functioning of the Mongol realm. His 
observations, though often scathing when dealing with other faiths or Christian creeds, are considered to be 
                                                
25 Beckingham warns for interpreting the clash between the Kara Kitai and Muslim world as the origin of the legend and 
rather sees it as a coincidental event reinforcing the legend, see: Beckingham (1966) 5.  
26 Rachewiltz (1972) 8. 
27 The realm of Prester John has been generally associated with ‘the East’, including Ethiopia, India and, indeed, the Far 
East, see: Beckingham (1966) 16 ff. From the fifteenth century onwards the figure of Prester John became associated with a 
Christian king in Ethiopia, see: Rachewiltz (1971) 185. 
28 For this letter see: Rachewiltz (1971) 213-214.  
29 Cameron (1970) 28. 
30 The image now decorates Mongolian banknotes see: Halbertsma (2002a) 101. For a study on William Boucher see: 
Olschki (1946).  
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frequently accurate and astute, especially when referring to Nestorian practices.31 As such, his report constitutes 
an important source on Nestorian Christianity in the Mongol realm.  
It must be noted that not all thirteenth century travellers between Europe and Asia were westerners 
travelling in an eastern direction. For centuries eastern travellers had journeyed the opposite way towards the 
western world. One of the first eastern travellers relevant to the present study was the Daoist monk Changchun 
who, at the start of the thirteenth century, travelled in a westerly direction to the camp of Genghis Khan in 
Central Asia, en route visiting – and recording - a Nestorian settlement in present Xinjiang.32  
Eventually it was one of the Nestorian Christians living in China who travelled all the way from the 
Mongol capital Khanbaleq, present Beijing, to medieval Europe.  
 
1.3 Enters Rabban Sauma  
In 1287, well after Rubruck’s return to Europe and the initial peak of the Prester John legends, a traveller from 
Khanbaleq arrived in the harbour of Naples. The traveller came as an envoy of the Mongol Ilkhan, who ruled 
from Baghdad, to propose the European counterparts of his master to form an alliance and take Jerusalem and 
the Holy-land from the Mamluks. It was a proposal that Pope Alexander III could have only dreamt of when, a 
century earlier, he sent his physician east to contact Prester John.  
The eastern envoy, whose name was Bar Sauma, had been selected for his mission because of his 
beliefs. Indeed, Bar Sauma was a follower of the Nestorian Church of the East. As he was an ordained monk Bar 
Sauma used the Syriac title rabban. Rabban Sauma - as I will refer to him from now onwards - had set out from 
Khanbaleq in the company of a fellow monk on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and it was through a curious change 
of events that Rabban Sauma’s pilgrimage to the Holy-land at some point became a diplomatic mission to 
Europe. During his year in Europe, Rabban Sauma met the highest echelons of the Catholic Church and the 
kings that ruled France and England. Apart from negotiating his diplomatic goals he found time to visit the great 
cities and cathedrals of Europe and indulge in his fascination for religious relics displayed at these site.  
Upon his return to the Middle East, Rabban Sauma seems to have compiled a chronicle of his journey. 
This document has been lost. Rabban Sauma’s story has however been included in a number of Syriac texts. One 
of these texts has become known in its English translation as The History of Yaballaha III, Nestorian Patricarch 
and his Vicar Bar Sauma (hereafter History of Yaballaha III or simply ‘Rabban Sauma’s chronicle’).33 
Montgomery - in 1927 the first scholar to translate part of the text into English - characterized the importance of 
the document as follows:  
 
…it is sufficient to state that Bar Sauma was the first of Chinese birth to reach the Frankish lands and 
leave a record of his journey, while in general it illuminates an obscure but most crucial chapter in 
history of the relations between the East and West.34  
 
Montgomery over-simplified the ethnicity of Rabban Sauma - who had most probably Turkic rather than 
Chinese origins35 - but his remark captures the essence of Rabban Sauma’s chronicle: here was a traveller from 
China, the first recorded in Europe, who attempted to shape an alliance between East and West on a scale never 
negotiated before. Yet, not many people in Europe, or for that matter China, are familiar with Rabban Sauma’s 
momentous journey. I will therefore give a brief description of Rabban Sauma’s chronicle and the main events 
associated with him before returning to the document itself, its author and the chronicle’s relevance to this study.  
 The Syriac chronicle opens with an introduction of Rabban Sauma’s father Sheban, who held the 
position of ‘Visitator in Khanbaleq’, a high position in local Nestorian Church of what is now Beijing, and his 
mother Keyamtha. Sheban and Keyamtha named their son Bar Sauma, meaning Son of the Fast in Syriac, which 
suggests that the child was probably born during Lent.36 At a young age Rabban Sauma decided to become a 
monk - a decision much regretted by his parents for Rabban Sauma was an only child. Rabban Sauma 
nevertheless distributed his possessions among the poor and ‘received the tonsure’ from Mar Georgis, the 
Nestorian metropolitan of Khanbaleq. After seven years of solitary life in a monastic cell Rabban Sauma left 
                                                
31 Jackson (1990) 49 ff. 
32 Waley (1931). 
33 I follow here: Montgomery (1927). 
34 Montgomery (1927) 1. 
35 Montgomery does refer to Rabban Sauma’s Turkic origins in a separate chapter, see: Montgomery (1927) 18 ff. 
36 Montgomery (1927) 19 note 4. 
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Khanbaleq and travelled to a mountain range where he settled in a ‘simple cave near a spring’. The possible site 
of his retreat has been identified as the Fangshan mountains situated south-west of Beijing, where, at the start of 
the twentieth century, a number of relics with cross depictions and a Christian psalm in Syriac have been 
found.37 
Rabban Sauma’s fame must have spread within the Nestorian community in China, for some time later a 
young Nestorian Christian by the name of Markos travelled from the city of Koshang, a Nestorian settlement 
some fourteen days travel from Khanbaleq, to the Nestorian hermit. Markos had been born as the youngest son 
of the Nestorian archdeacon of Koshang and was thus, like Rabban Sauma, a Nestorian Christian by birth. After 
three years with Rabban Sauma, Markos received the tonsure from Metropolitan Mar Nestorius, a successor to 
Metropolitan Mar Georgis who had initiated Rabban Sauma, and likewise received the title Rabban. 
It was Rabban Markos who convinced Rabban Sauma to leave their mountain refuge for a pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem. One of their first important stops on their journey westward was at Koshang, the city where Rabban 
Markos’ hailed from. The city was, at the time, ruled by the two brothers, Kunbuga and Aibuga, who were both 
sons-in-law of the powerful Mongol ruler Khubilai Khan. When the kings Kunbuga and Aibuga heard of the 
arrival of Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos, they called the Nestorian pilgrims to their camp and asked them 
to stay at Koshang, rather than leave for the west. Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos nevertheless departed 
from Koshang and travelled on to the ‘city of Tanguth’, probably in the present province of Ningxia, where they 
were again welcomed and assisted by a number of fellow Nestorian Christians.  
After two months of travel the pair reached Loton, now probably Khotan in present Xinjiang province. 
According to the chronicle the deserts they crossed were hardly inhabited ‘for the water was bitter’ and the lands 
uncultivated - a feature also noted by Marco Polo.38 From Loton, Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos reached 
Kasghar, an important oasis town where a Nestorian metropolitan resided. Kashgar was, however, destroyed by 
war and deserted and the two pilgrims thus resumed their journey west without much delay. Despite robbers and 
bandits, the two managed to safely reach the city of Maragha where they met the head of the Church of the East, 
Catholicus Denha. After visiting the important cities and Nestorian churches in the region and being diverted 
back to Baghdad by war, the Catholicus appointed Rabban Markos as Metropolitan for the diocese of ‘Kathi and 
of Ong’, i.e. China and the Öngüt realm in present Inner Mongolia,39 under the new name of Mar Yaballaha. 
Rabban Sauma was subsequently appointed as Mar Yaballaha’s Visitator-General. The pilgrims, in other words, 
were now appointed to high offices within the Church of the East and to manage the church’s affairs in the Far 
East.  
When the Catolicus Denha passed away Mar Yaballaha, formerly Rabban Markos, was chosen and 
appointed as the new head of the Church of the East under the title Catholicus Yaballaha III. Tellingly, the 
chronicle explained that the Church leaders had motivated the appointment on the grounds that Mar Yaballaha 
III was ‘most acquainted with the Mongol rule’.40 As it is unlikely that the Church was short of candidates the 
latter explanation can be considered an indication of the dependency of the Nestorian church on the Mongol rule.  
 When the ruling Mongol Ilkhan passed away, a power struggle ensued between two of his descendents. 
Mar Yaballaha III and Rabban Sauma became entangled in this struggle but were eventually reinstated after one 
of the rivals, Arghon, managed to kill his opponent and seize power. Ilkhan Arghon thereupon requested Mar 
Yaballaha III to nominate an envoy to negotiate an alliance with the ‘Western kings, who are Christians’.41 Thus 
Rabban Sauma was selected and set out on his journey that would bring him in 1287 via Constantinople to 
Naples, Rome, Bordeaux and Paris. In Rome the Nestorian envoy defended his faith in front of an assembly of 
cardinals and eventually met the newly appointed Pope Nicholas IV with whom he celebrated Palm Sunday. In 
Paris and Bordeaux Rabban Sauma raised the proposed alliance with King Philip the Fair of France and King 
Edward II of England.  
A year later, realizing that the alliance, despite assurances and promises from Philip, would not be 
achieved Rabban Sauma returned to Baghdad. Upon his arrival in Baghdad, Rabban Sauma presented the letters 
and gifts from the western state and church leaders to Ilkhan Arghon and Catholicus Yaballaha III and retired 
from his diplomatic appointments. The monk and diplomat devoted his remaining days in Persia to his religious 
                                                
37 See: Pelliot (1973) 250-251; Rossabi (1992) 34.  
38 Montgomery (1927) 35. 
39 Borbone (2000) 66, note 2. 
40 Montgomery (1927) 44. 
41 Montgomery (1927) 51. 
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vocations. In 1294 Rabban Sauma died or, as the chronicle has it, ‘departed to the world of the Holies and to the 
city of the Saints, Jerusalem in heaven.’42  
The remainder of the chronicle relates of Catholicus Yaballaha III and the spread of Islam in the region 
which resulted in the persecution and decline of the Church of the East.43 The document, in other words, also 
covers the period beyond Rabban Sauma’s journey to Europe and his death.  
Importantly, Rabban Sauma’s arrival in Europe is confirmed by a number of documents and letters kept 
at the Vatican and by letters carried by Montecorvino. Also Bar Habraeus, the thirteenth century Jacobite 
chronicler, seems to refer to the journey of Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos in one of his writings detailing 
the arrival in Baghdad of two pilgrims from China.44  
It seems Rabban Sauma’s visit to Europe remained forgotten in the West until, at the end of the 
nineteenth century, a missionary in Kurdistan, present northern Iraq, discovered the first Syriac edition of the 
History of Yaballaha III. The important document was subsequently published in Paris in 1888.45 Translations in 
French, English,46 Russian, and most recently Italian47 continue to be published also today.48  
The Syriac edition’s part regarding Rabban Sauma’s momentous journey to the west can not be seen as a 
direct Syriac translation of the Persian original written by Rabban Sauma. Instead the editor of the Syriac edition 
clarifies to have edited and abridged the original “lest we make the story too long, and the history which is 
desired turns into something else”.49 The editor, in other words, revised the document according to his specific 
needs and intentions. Only a number of times Rabban Sauma’s voice breaks trough the translation – for instance 
when he is quoted or his exploits survive in the first person.50 What was it then that the editor, who does not 
identify himself, of this important Syriac document wished to relate, and who was he?  
Dutch theologian Heleen Murre-van den Berg identifies five themes that the editor of the chronicle paid 
particular attention to, including the international dimensions of the Church of the East. In general the editor of 
the chronicle seems to have felt compelled to bear witness of the prominence, extent and history of his church. 
Murre-van den Berg argues that the author was most probably well acquainted with Mar Yaballaha III and may 
have been none other than the metropolitan of Arbil and the successor to Mar Yaballaha III, namely Catholicus 
Timothy II.51 These questions touch upon the very issue of appropriation of the Nestorian heritage, a topic 
further discussed in Chapter 11 of the present study.  
The History of Yaballaha III is of great importance to the present study as it does not only touch upon 
the Church of the East in China but also details the lives of a number of prominent members of this church, i.e. 
Mar Yaballaha III, Rabban Sauma and both their fathers, who belonged to the Öngüt, a Turkish people most 
central to this study.52 
 
1.4 Marco Polo  
The story of Marco Polo’s journey to China and his meetings with Khubilai Khan hardly needs introduction. 
Contrary to Rabban Sauma, who never entered collective memory, Polo has become a metaphor for travel and 
the exotic Far East.  
Importantly, Polo and Rabban Sauma followed the same route in opposite directions. Rabban Sauma’s 
chronicle and Description of the World, in other words, cover in large the same itinerary. Furthermore, Rabban 
Sauma left Mongol China at a time when Marco Polo travelled China and reached the harbour of Naples some 
ten years before Polo’s return to Europe. Rabban Sauma and Marco Polo were thus contemporaries and, to some 
extent, the object of each other’s writings. Indeed, Rabban Sauma was what Marco Polo described - and vice 
                                                
42 Montgomery (1927) 78. 
43 Montgomery limited himself to the first part of the chronicle relating of Rabban Sauma’s journey west. For an English 
translation of the second part of the chronicle see: Budge (1928).  
44 Montgomery (1927) 18. 
45 The British Library in London holds one of these versions: (Ms. Or. 3636). A micro-film copy of Ms. Or. 3636 has been 
made available to the library of the Sinological Institute of Leiden University, The Netherlands, through the author’s 
research project.  
46 For a partial translation see: Montgomery (1927). For a translation of the entire Syriac version see: Budge (1928). 
47 Borbone (2000). 
48 For these and other translations consult the bibliography in: Borbone (2000).  
49 Montgomery (1927) 80. 
50 Montgomery (1927) 25. 
51 Murre-van den Berg (2006) 391 ff. 
52 Borbone (2000) 149.  
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versa. As they detail the same route in the same period, Rabban Sauma’s and Polo’s chronicles occasionally 
contain similar observations, such as the ‘bitter waters’ encountered in the deserts east of Khotan and the 
presence of Nestorian Christians living along the route.53  
Marco Polo’s credibility, or rather the reliability of Description of the World – a document compiled in 
1298 by a scribe named Rusticello during his incarceration with Polo in a Genoese prison - has been much 
questioned, most recently by the British sinologist Francis Wood in her Did Marco Polo go to China?54 Though 
highly popular among a general readership, Wood’s study received some criticism from a more academic 
audience, especially from De Rachewiltz who made some corrections to Wood’s study in a lengthy article rather 
sternly titled “Marco Polo Went to China”.55  
Could Polo and Rabban Sauma have met? If so, one could wonder if Polo based his report on Rabban 
Sauma’s experiences. Or could it be that Polo based his exploits on another source, perhaps Mar Yaballaha III? 
On his journey back from China, Polo was, after all, asked to bring a bride to the Ilkhan in Baghdad. 
Montgomery suggests that the Venetian may have run into Mar Yaballaha III in Baghdad or, at the very least, 
crossed his and Rabban Sauma’s path.56 Dutch sinologist Barend ter Haar, on the other hand, suggests that Polo 
travelled as far eastward as the court of Khubilai at Shangdu, in present Inner Mongolia, and that his narrative 
beyond the encounter was ‘borrowed’ from, or based on other sources.57 I have already referred to the identical 
remarks regarding the bitter taste of the water east of Khotan in both Polo’s and Rabban Sauma’s accounts. The 
latter remarks can be either interpreted as common knowledge or, if Polo did not travel further than Baghdad, as 
a transfer of information of some sorts. A comparative study of Polo’s Description of the World and the History 
of Yaballaha III falls outside the scope of this study but seems most essential.58  
What is of importance here, is to recall the events resulting in Marco Polo’s journey to the Far East and 
the compilation of his Description of the World. Indeed, Marco’s father and uncle had visited China and the 
court of Khubilai Khan on an earlier visit. Upon their departure from China, Khubilai Khan had requested the 
elder Polos to return to his court and bring him ‘hundred wise men of learning in the Christian religion’.59 At the 
time of the elder Polos’ visit to China, Khubilai Khan - certainly no Christian himself - already employed a 
number of Nestorian Christians in his court, as did his forefathers. Christianity, in other words, was by the end of 
the thirteenth century well established in the Mongol realm.  
It must further be pointed out, as demonstrated by Chen Yuan in the 1930s,60 that Polo’s Description of 
the World is remarkably accurate when it comes to referring to Christian settlements scattered over China or 
Nestorian practices.61 In this study I will thus frequently draw upon or refer to Polo’s remarks regarding the 
Nestorian presence in the Far East and will treat these as accurate or at least relevant to the study of the 
Nestorian heritage in the Öngüt realm of Inner Mongolia.  
 
1.5 John of Montecorvino  
Another western traveller who could have well met  Mar Yaballaha III and Rabban Sauma during their stay in 
Baghdad, was the Franciscan John of Montecorvino. Montecorvino first left his native Italy in the mid 1280s for 
Persia reaching Baghdad at a time when Mar Yaballaha III and Rabban Sauma may have been in the city. In 
1289 Montecorvino returned to Italy bearing letters from Ilkhan Arghun, the ruler who some years earlier had 
sent Rabban Sauma to Europe.  
That same year, 1289, Montecorvino returned to the East. With him he carried letters from Pope Nicolas 
IV for Ilkhan Arghun, Mar Yaballaha III and Kubilai Khan. In his letters to Ilkhan Arghun and Khubilai Khan, 
                                                
53 Compare: Montgomery (1927) 35 and Moule and Pelliot (1938) 147.  
54 Wood (1995). 
55 Rachewiltz (1997). For further remarks on this debate also see: Larner (2001) 58 ff.  
56 Montgomery (1927) 11-12. 
57 Oral contribution to two public seminars on the occasion of the opening of two exhibitions: Yelikewen - Early Christians: 
Jin and Yuan images from Inner Mongolia (rubbings and photography), Sinological Institute, Leiden University, The 
Netherlands. 9 March 2004 - 9 December 2004; De verloren lotuskruisen. Wrijfprenten en foto's van Chinese grafstenen 
[The lost lotus-crosses. Rubbings and photos of Chinese gravestones] National Museum for Ethnology, The Netherlands. 23 
April 2004 - 26 June 2005. 
58 I am aware of Borbone’s work in this respect. For those who read Italian see his recent annotated translation of The 
History of Yaballaha III: Borbone (2000).  
59 Moule and Pelliot (1938) 79. 
60 As highlighted by Van Mechelen: Van Mechelen (2001) 50.  
61 For a list of Polo’s references to Nestorian Christians in the Far East, see: Moule (1930) Chapter V. 
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Pope Nicholas IV referred to the arrival of Rabban Sauma and his entourage.62 After halting at Baghdad, 
Montecorvino travelled to India and subsequently sailed to the east coast of China. There he disembarked - 
perhaps at Polo’s international harbour city of Zaiton, present Quanzhou - and travelled overland to the Mongol 
capital Khanbaleq. 
During his lengthy stay in China, Montecorvino sent three letters to Rome reporting on the state of his 
missionary affairs. In his second letter Montecorvino frequently refers to the Nestorian Christian presence in 
China. In one particularly interesting passage Montecorvino reports on his conversion of ‘the good King George’ 
of the Öngüt.63 Polo too referred to the king and described him as an immediate descendant of Prester John. 
During his stay at King George’s court, Montecorvino claimed to have converted the Nestorian king and the 
crown prince to Roman Catholicism. According to Montecorvino’s letter, King George thereupon built a new 
church in his capital. The building was, in other words, the first Roman Catholic church built in Asia, and has, 
since the discovery of a number of Nestorian settlements in northern China, been the object of much speculation.  
Montecorvino’s conversion of the Öngüt royal and his immediate subjects was, however, short lived. 
After King George’s death, Montecorvino reported, the Catholics among the Öngüt ‘strayed’ back to Nestorian 
Christianity. Due to the great distance between Montecorvino’s mission post and King George’s capital, 
Montecorvino had not been able to return to the Öngüt territory to tend to his drifting converts.  
Montecorvino, in other words, needed helpers. When around 1306 his letters reached Rome, a newly 
installed Pope Clement V responded by sending a number of priests to China to aid Montecorvino. One of the 
letters carried by these helpers concerned Montecorvino’s appointment as Archbishop of Khanbaleq and 
Patriarch of the Orient. Montecorvino spent his remaining days in China. Some six centuries later the gravestone 
of one of the helpers carrying the letter with Montecorvino’s appointment would be found during the dismantling 
of the city walls at Zaiton.64  
 
1.6 Conclusions  
The thirteenth century travellers between Europe and the Far East hailed from both continents and journeyed in 
both directions. Their accounts attest to an early Christian presence in the Mongol realm. The Christian presence 
in the Far East consisted - with the exception of a few missionaries and Roman Catholic hostages from Europe - 
mainly of Nestorian Christians.  
The western letters and accounts produced by these travellers form important sources for the study of 
Nestorian Christianity in China under the Mongols but do not elaborate on the specifics of the Christian presence 
in the Far East. Rather, they provide reference points which, in combination with other sources, such as 
archaeological discoveries, contribute to the reconstruction of Nestorian Christianity in the Far East. In essence, 
the historical sources give further meaning to the archaeological data, and vice versa. At times these mediaeval 
sources provide a starting point for the reconstruction of Nestorian Christianity in northern China, but it are the 
Nestorian remains in the field of present northern China – in particular Inner Mongolia - which constitute the 
main topic of this study. Indeed, the significance of the historical sources for the present study lies primarily in 
the context they provide to the material remains.  
Before detailing the discovery of these Nestorian archaeological remains I will introduce the terms 
associated with the study of Nestorian remains in China and outline the general Nestorian presence in the Far 
East.  
                                                
62 For an English translation of these letters see: Moule (1930) 168-170. 
63 Dawson (1955) 225 ff. 
64 For images of the gravestone of Andrew of Perugia, see: Saeki (1937) 757 ff.; Foster (1954) 17-20 and Plate XVII in the 
same publication; and especially Wu (2005) B 15.1-2. The stone is now part of the permanent exhibition at the Quanzhou 
Maritime Museum, which, confusingly, also includes a number of replicated gravestones. Indeed, at least one publication 
questions the authenticity of the stone on display at the Quanzhou Maritime Museum: Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 226. 
For some further comments on the replicating of these objects see Section 11.2 of the present study.  
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CHAPTER 2. ON THE TERM ‘NESTORIANISM’ AND THE EARLY CHINESE TERMS FOR CHRISTIANITY  
In the summer of 2003 an international group of scholars, field researchers and enthusiasts gathered for the first 
time in Salzburg to participate in a conference on the Church of the East in China during the Tang and Yuan 
dynasties titled “Research on Nestorianism in China.”65 The organizers readily explained that they had 
encountered a problem with the title of the conference. The term ‘Nestorianism’, they reasoned, was at the very 
least misleading and could hardly be considered to be a translation of jingjiao or yelikewen, the two Chinese 
terms regularly used to refer to Christianity or Christians in China. Despite these misgivings the organizers 
decided to still use ‘Nestorianism’ in the conference title “because with this term we could be sure that 
everybody knew what was spoken about.”66  
The term, in other words, has become so central and common in the study of the Church of the East that, 
albeit being most inappropriate, its usage would ensure appropriate and relevant participation for the conference. 
Indeed, the misleading term had become all but misleading. 
Reservations among the organisers about the term ‘Nestorianism’ were, however, so pregnant that by 
2006 the organizers decided not to use the term in the title of future conferences and publications. Instead of 
‘Nestorianism’ they would use ‘Church of the East’, which was deemed to be the correct term and cover the 
whole field of research.67 The preface and introduction to the proceedings of the first conference, carefully 
explained this position and only referred to “Nestorianism” in quotation marks.68  
 The above anecdote illustrates the problems concerning the use of the term ‘Nestorianism’ and the 
absence of a convenient and practical alternative term. The Salzburg conference was not the first to encounter 
the problem.69 In fact, already in the fourteenth century the misnomer was pointed out by a chronicler of the 
Church of the East.70  
 In Chapter 2 I will briefly discuss the origins, meaning and Chinese alternatives for the term 
‘Nestorianism’. While doing so, I will also introduce the origins of the Church of the East relevant for the study 
of the Christians in Inner Mongolia under the Mongols. In the conclusion of this chapter I will select the terms 
that I will use in this study.  
 
2.1 Origin and early use of the term Nestorian 
The term ‘Nestorian Church’ originates from polemics in the fifth and sixth centuries of the Christian world and 
is commonly used to refer to the Church of the East. It was coined after the Council of Ephesus of 431, when 
Cyril of Alexandria and Nestorius, patriarch of Constantinople, debated the nature of Christ and of the Virgin 
Mary. Born in Syria and educated in Antioch, Nestorius (ca. 382-451) argued that Christ was both God and 
human-being. Simply put, Nestorius further defined the Virgin Mary as christotokos (Christ-bearer) rather than 
theotokos (God-bearer). At the council, Nestorius was condemned and his views deemed heretic. Patriarch 
Nestorius subsequently set out for the Persian Empire, where he joined existing church structures. It is important 
to note that Nestorius did not found the Church of the East that would become so much associated with his name 
nor did this church practise Nestorius’ ideas.  
Nestorius’ views became, however, rapidly known in the western world as ‘Nestorian’. As such the term 
became synonymous with heresy and was, at times, opportunistically applied in a much wider sense than its 
origins would justify. Indeed, the term was rapidly used to attack the Church of the East and, at times, to 
condemn dissenting Christian traditions.71  
 Mediaeval western travellers who encountered Christians in the Far East were quick to denounce them 
as ‘erring Nestorians’ and describe them in the most unflattering terms. William of Rubruck, the Franciscan who 
visited the Mongol capital of Karakoram in 1254, reported in scathing terms about the Nestorians which could be 
‘found in fifteen cities of Cataia - China’. In his report to King Louis IX of France, Rubruck wrote in no 
uncertain terms: 
  
                                                
65 “Research on Nestorianism in China”, Salzburg, 20-26 May 2003.  
66 Hofrichter (2006) 12. 
67 Hofrichter (2006) 14. 
68 Malek (2006a).  
69 In March 1993 The Manchester Metropolitan University and an institute of The University of Manchester co-organised a 
meeting titled “Nestorius and his Legacy” which resulted in a special issue of the Bulletin of the John Rylands University 
Library of Manchester devoted to ‘The Church of the East: life and Thought”, see: Coakley and Parry (1996).  
70 Metropolitan Abdišo, as quoted in: Brock (1996) 35.  
71 Brock (1996) 29.  
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The Nestorians there [in Cataia, i.e. China, TH] are ignorant. They recite their office and have the Holy 
Scriptures in Syriac, a language they do not know, so that they chant like the monks among us who 
know no grammar; and for this reason they are completely corrupt. Above all they are usurers and 
drunkards, and some of them, furthermore, who live among the Tartars, have several wives just as the 
Tartars have…72 
  
Rubruck continued how the Nestorians contaminated their beliefs with Islamic practices,73 how they remarried 
and were polygamous and - rather than spreading their faith - were engaged in ‘money making’. The friar 
concluded that their immorality and greed alienated their pupils from the Christian religion.  
Fifty years later, the Franciscan Montecorvino, archbishop of Khanbaleq, made similar remarks. In his 
letter detailing the death of King George - the Nestorian king he converted to Roman Catholicism -  
Montecorvino thus remarked:  
 
This King George departed to the Lord a true Christian, leaving a son and heir in the cradle, who is now 
nine years old. But his brothers who were perverse in the errors of Nestorius perverted all those whom 
King George had converted and brought them back to their former state of schism.74  
  
The Church of the East itself venerates Nestorius as one of the ‘Three Greek Doctors’ and does not give the 
bishop the central role given to him by the other – frequently opposing - Christian traditions who had coined the 
term ‘Nestorian Church’. Indeed, the Church of the East was neither founded nor much influenced by Nestorius’ 
thinking and the term ‘Nestorian’ was, at the time, certainly not used by followers of the Church of the East to 
identify themself.75 Thus Sebastian Brock points out that:  
 
…the association between the Church of the East and Nestorius is of a very tenuous nature, and to 
continue to call that church ‘Nestorian’ is, from a historical point of view, totally misleading and 
incorrect – quite apart from being highly offensive and a breach of ecumenical good manners.76  
  
What then to call this particular church in the Far East? For even the designation Church of the East is 
oversimplifying the matter in the Middle and Far East.77 Moreover, the most obvious alternative, the use of 
indigenous terms for the Church of the East proves problematic too. As the most widely used term for the 
Church of the East originates from the Tang but is also – erroneously - used for the Christians in Inner Mongolia 
under the Yuan it is important to briefly discuss it here and examine the alternatives.  
 
2.2 The Tang dynasty terms for Christianity 
The missionaries of the Church of the East in Persia travelled in an eastward direction through Central Asia and 
reached the Tang dynasty capital of Chang’an, now Xi’an, in the first half of the seventh century. There, as is 
well known today, the arrival and initial spread of the faith was recorded on the ‘Xi’an stele’ or, indeed, the 
‘Nestorian stele’. Since its discovery in the early seventeenth century the stele and its content, have captured the 
fascination of numerous authors and scholars - and will probably continue to do so for a long time.78  
 The inscription was composed and erected by the monk Jingjing in 781 and is titled in Chinese ‘The 
Stele on the Propagation of the Luminous Religion of Daqin in China’.79 In short, the object relates of the arrival 
in 635 of a Christian monk named Aluoben in China and presents an introduction of the Luminous Religion of 
Daqin and the favourable reception it received from the emperor who, three years after its formal arrival, issued 
an edict granting permission for the spread of the faith in China. This is not to say that Aluoben was the first 
Christian in China. It cannot be ruled out that earlier Christians had visited or even settled in China before 
                                                
72 Jackson (1990) 163.  
73 According to Jackson Rubruck erred regarding the interpretation of these ‘Islamic practices’, see: Jackson (1990) 163, 
note 3.  
74 Dawson (1955) 226. 
75 Brock (1996) 29 
76 Brock (1996) 35 
77 The Church of the East can be divided into at least four schools, see for these schools for instance: Winkler (2003). 
78 See for instance the Preliminary Bibliography on the Church of the East in China and Central Asia in: Malek (2006a). 
79 Translations differ. I follow here: Riboud (2001) 3. 
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Aluoben did so in 635.80 Aluoben is, however, the first Christian foreigner in China whose name we know. As 
such, his arrival in China mirrors Rabban Sauma’s visit to Europe as the first identified Christian and visitor 
from China.  
The main part of the inscription is written in Chinese but the stele also features several inscriptions in 
Syriac, including 70 names of clergy. Above this inscription, in the upper part of the stele, is a small decorated 
cross depicted, that rises from a lotus flower. Indeed, the inscription refers to documents as well as images 
brought by Aluoben to China. Depictions of Christian images and symbols such as the cross on the Xi’an Stele 
are rare during the Tang, but the few Christian depictions that have been found express strong local 
characteristics and influences. I will touch again upon the local character of cross depictions in China in Section 
8.2.  
 As would be expected, the inscription does not contain the name ‘Nestorius’ or any references to the 
patriarch, or catholicus as the eastern Christians preferred to call their head. Instead, the author Jingjing chose to 
identify the faith in Chinese as Daqin jingjiao, generally translated as the ‘Luminous Religion of Daqin’.81 The 
term ‘Daqin’ was not coined upon the arrival of Aluoben in China but had long been used to indicate the western 
classical world of Rome and Greece. Within the Daoist cannon the term has also been used for a ‘Daoist 
utopia’.82 
On a more general note, the Christian doctrine in Chinese sources of the Tang is characterized by the 
frequent use of Daoist and Buddhist terminology. In some instances Christianity is even called dao or fa, terms 
strongly associated with Daoism and Buddhism.83  
The inscription on the stele is neither the first nor the only text in which the term ‘Daqin’ is used to refer 
to early Christianity in China.84 The term came in use some three decades before the erection of the stele in 781 
when another, perhaps more authentic and original, Chinese term for the Christian faith had been dropped. In his 
supplement to Pelliot’s translation of the Xi’an stele, Antonio Forte points out that until 745 Christianity was 
known in China as Bosi-jiao, or the ‘Persian Teaching’ in Chinese.85 Forte bases himself on an edict from 745 
which officially mandated a name change for the Christian monasteries in the empire:  
  
The texts and teaching of Persia  
originated in Da Qin, 
came after being transmitted and practiced [in Persia], 
and have long since circulated in China.  
Thus it was that when first the monasteries were built [in China], 
They were accordingly named [Monasteries in Persia].  
  
Wishing to show men  
That it is necessary to learn their origin,  
For the Monasteries of Persia in the two capitals 
It is proper that they change into Monasteries of Da Qin….86 
  
Forte speculates that it was the collapse of the Sassanian dynasty in the mid-seventh century, and the resulting 
decline of the Persian backing for the ‘Persian Teaching’, that inspired the change in nomenclature. The 
Christians in China, in other words, ditched the reference to the failing Persian Empire in favour of a term which 
was well known and appreciated in China and which referred to a mighty power in the west as well as the realm 
where the Christians in China traced their origins.  
 Barrett expands on this theory and speculates that the term ‘Daqin’ was chosen by the Christians to gain 
a favourable impression from the Tang dynasty. The Tang rulers, Barrett points out, after all claimed the Daoist 
Laozi - who had visited and, according to some sources, even improved Daqin on his journey west - as an 
ancestor. The Christians had perhaps even made a pact with the rulers of Daqin - Barrett suggests Byzantium - to 
                                                
80 Gillman and Klimkeit (1999) 267. 
81 Again, translations differ, see for instance: Deeg (2006) 125 note 34. I follow here: Riboud (2001) 3.  
82 As summarized by: Barrett (2006): 47-49.  
83 Riboud (2001) 36. 
84 See for instance the so called Dunhuang Documents: Riboud (2001) 4-7.  
85 Forte (1996) 355. 
86 Forte (1996) 354. 
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exchange information on China for protection.87 Barrett, who limits himself to a discussion of the term ‘Daqin 
jiao’ and does not extensively refer to the use of ‘jingiao’, thus concludes that ‘calling Christianity the “religion 
of Da Qin” shows that the Nestorians of the Tang possessed a sensitive awareness of the political environment 
within China, and probably internationally as well, and attempted to secure the best possible position for 
themselves within it’.88 
The formal end of the first introduction and dissemination of the Church of the East in China is 
commonly set in the year 845 when an imperial edict was issued banning all ‘foreign religions’ in the Chinese 
empire, i.e. Buddhism, Manichaeism, Zoroastrism and Christianity, in favour of Daoism. More specifically, the 
edict ordered the monks of the foreign religions to go back to laity.89  
The resulting decline of the first Christian period in China is illustrated by a tenth century Persian 
chronicler who reported about his meeting in 987 with a ‘quiet Christian monk’ named Najran. The monk had 
been sent to China by his patriarch but had “returned more quickly then he went”:  
  
…he told me that Christianity was just extinct in China; the native Christians had perished in one way or 
another; the church which they had used had been destroyed; and there was only one Christian left in the 
land.90 
 
Interestingly, it is the term ‘jingjiao’, rather then ‘Daqin jiao’, which is now commonly used when dealing with 
the Church of the East during the Tang dynasty, especially by those who want to avoid the term ‘Nestorian’.91 
Indeed, the organisers of the mentioned Salzburg-conference published the conference proceedings as Jingjiao, 
the Church of the East in China and Central Asia.92 One may wonder though whether splitting the terms Jingjiao 
and Daqin does justice to the Nestorian believers of the Tang period, as the former term seems to be used most 
frequently in combination with the latter one.93 
 
2.3 The Yuan dynasty term for Christians 
The second rise of Christianity in China, which is of main interest here, started with the ascent of the Khitan, 
resulting in the Western Liao dynasty, and faded away after the collapse of the Mongol Yuan dynasty in 1368. It 
is commonly accepted that there is no link between the Tang dynasty Christians and the Christians of the second 
period.94 Indeed, the Chinese Tang terminology of bosi-jiao, Daqin jiao and jingjiao is not used during the 
second rise of Christianity in China and thus not appropriate to refer to the Christians under the Mongol rule. 
Only the term diexie is used in connection with the Nestorian Christians in both Tang and Yuan periods. The 
term ‘diexie’, possibly a Chinese transcription of the Persian word tarsâ, which translates as ‘those who fear’, is 
found on the Xi’an Stele.95 Li Zhichang’s Journey to the West of the Perfected Changchun of 1228 also refers to 
diexie when detailing a Nestorian community at Luntai, situated in present day Xinjiang.96 Arthur Waley – who 
translated the work as Travels of an Alchemist – pointed out that Muslim Persians used the term to refer to 
Christians and at times to other non-Muslims.97 The Luntai diexie lived, of course, in a region outside the 
influence of the Tang and were not directly affected by the edict of 845 banning foreign religions in the Empire. 
Christians in this region may thus well have continued to practise their beliefs after the promulgation of 845. Li’s 
account, however, does not dwell on the Christian history of the diexie of Luntai nor does it make any reference 
to a connection with the Tang Christians.  
                                                
87 Barrett (2006) 47 ff. 
88 Barrett (2006) 53. 
89 Riboud (2001) 8. 
90 Moule (1930) 75-76.  
91 See for instance: Nicolini-Zani (2006) 25, note 2.  
92 Malek (2006a). 
93 See for instance the titles of the Xi’an Stele and various Dunhuang Documents in: Riboud (2001) 3 ff.  
94 Van Mechelen (2001) 63. For a different view regarding the Christians of Quanzhou see: Xie (2006) 271 ff. 
95 Van Mechelen (2001) 45.  
96 Albeit, according to dr. Pierre Marsone, not at the present Luntai (based on comments made by dr. Marsone during a 
conversation in Leiden, The Netherlands, November 2006).  
97 Waley (1931) 82, note 3. 
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Another term that seems to echo the Tang terminology for Christian matters, Daqin jingjiao, concerns 
the phrase qinjiao, the Qin-teaching. The use of the term is limited to a bi-lingual inscription from Quanzhou in 
southern China, where a great number of Nestorian and Catholic steles have been found.98 
Because of the minor use of these terms during the second period of Christianity in China and the 
uncertainties regarding their meaning and origins, I will not further expand on the use of the terms ‘diexie’ and 
‘qinjiao’. 
 Chinese Christian sources in China during this second period are most scarce, even more so than the 
already limited sources on Tang Christianity. The main term for the Christians in China, used in official sources 
such as the Yuanshi, the official history of the Yuan Dynasty compiled by the Ming Dynasty, as well as in 
various stele inscriptions is the term ‘yelikewen’.99 The word is a transcription of the erke’ün100, a Turkic word 
whose origin remains unclear.101  
Van Mechelen identifies two connotations for the term ‘yelikewen’. The first connotation is found in 
official sources where the word is used to refer to Christian clergy in monasteries. The second connotation 
concerns the use of the word to refer to people of yelikewen, i.e. non-Han Chinese, descent.102 When referring to 
clergy the term does not distinguish between different forms of Christianity, i.e. Nestorian Christianity or Roman 
Catholicism.103 The term ‘yelikewen’ is thus not as strongly associated with Christianity as, for instance, Daqin 
jingjiao was during the Tang.104 This interpretation is perhaps illustrated by Rubruck who remarked:  
 
…they [the Mongols, TH] regard the term Christendom as the name of a people, and… although they 
may perhaps have some believe in Christ they have no desire to be called Christians, since they want to 
promote their own name – Mo’al [Mongol, TH] – to a level above all others.105  
 
The Chinese terminology concerning the Christians of this period is thus characterised by the lack of an 
indigenous word for Christianity and terms for different creeds. Moreover, the foreign origin of the term 
‘yelikewen’ as well as the foreign connotation of the term indicate that the Christian faith was, from a Chinese 
perspective, to a great extent associated with a foreign people of non-Han Chinese origin.106  
 
2.4 Conclusions 
The terminology associated with the study of the Nestorian presence in China and Central Asia has caused some 
debate regarding its proper usage. In the sections above I have attempted to outline some of the concerns 
regarding the use of the term ‘Nestorian’ and its Chinese alternatives. For this study I have chosen to use a 
terminology which, in my opinion, serves the purpose of the present study best.  
In the present study, I will use the term ‘yelikewen’ in the two connotations identified by Van Mechelen: 
firstly to identify Christian clergy and, secondly, to identify people of yelikewen origin. With respect of the 
former use of the term ‘yelikewen’ I will attempt, where appropriate, to specify to what creed the Christian 
clergy in question belonged.  
For lack of a better adjective or term, in Chinese or otherwise, I will continue to use that “lamentable 
misnomer”107 ‘Nestorian’ when referring to the Church of the East or its followers in China and Central Asia 
before and during the Mongol era.  
                                                
98 Lieu (2006) 291.  
99 Moule (1930) 218. 
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101 Moule (1930) 218. See for instance entry Argon in Pelliot (1959) 48-50. 
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CHAPTER 3. NESTORIAN CHRISTIANS IN CENTRAL ASIA AND CHINA IN THE MONGOL ERA  
The thirteenth and fourteenth century diffusion of the Nestorian faith in Central Asia and China was much 
facilitated by the Mongol rule. The Mongols practised a pragmatic policy of religious tolerance that allowed 
Nestorian Christianity to further develop and spread throughout the empire. 
The basis of the spread of Nestorian beliefs in the Mongol Empire, however, was laid some time before 
the rise of the Mongols in Central Asia. From the eleventh century onwards Nestorian Christians could be found 
among a number of Central Asian peoples. These tribes were mostly of Turkic and Mongol origin.  
This chapter introduces the Nestorian Christians among the different tribes in Central Asian and China 
before and during the Mongol era (see Map 2). It does not cover Christian communities that had ceased to exist 
by the advent of the Mongol era, such as the Tang dynasty Nestorian community of Chang’an, and focuses 
primarily on the Öngüt, a people associated with a great number of Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia central to 
this study. This chapter further introduces certain dimensions of the Mongolian rule favourable to the Church of 
the East during the Mongol period. 
I will limit myself mainly to Chinese and mediaeval western sources on the Öngüt and their rulers and, 
occasionally, a Persian source. I do not intend to provide a complete overview of the Nestorian presence and 
culture of Central Asia and China but merely introduce a few dimensions helpful for the main discussions in the 
remaining three parts.  
 
3.1 Nestorian Christians among the Central Asian tribes 
The edict of 845 CE banning foreign religions in China did, as mentioned before, not affect Nestorian Christians 
living outside the reach of the Empire. Thus in Central Asia Nestorian Christians of Uighur descent were able to 
practice their faith undisturbed.  
The Uighurs, a people usually said to be Manichean or Buddhist, submitted early to Chinggis Khan and 
made a great cultural impact on the Mongols. A number of Uighurs, including Nestorian Christians, took 
prominent positions at the Mongol court, especially after the Mongols adopted the Uighur script.108  
Rabban Sauma, who referred to the Nestorians of Khotan and Kashgar (though Kashgar was deserted 
and laid to waste when he arrived there), took the southern silk route and therefore missed the Nestorian Uighur 
communities of the Turfan region, such as Hami, Aksu, Kucha, and the ancient Uighur capital now known as 
Gaochang. At the start of the twentieth century excavations of these sites uncovered a treasure trove of Nestorian 
remains giving some indication of the extent of the Nestorian communities in this region.109 Li Zhichang’s 
Journey to the West of the Perfected Changchun details this northern Silk Route and refers to, as mentioned 
above, the Nestorian diexie at Luntai. In some of these places Nestorian communities were present by the eighth 
century. Kashgar, for instance, received a Nestorian Metropolitan in the eighth century, but it seems the presence 
of Nestorians was discontinued there.110  
Among the peoples of the steppe region between northern China and Mongolia, the Kerait were the first 
to convert to Nestorian Christianity. The Kerait, a nomadic people of Turkic origin, roamed the Orkhon steppes 
south of the Baikal lake and north of the Gobi deserts. A great number of Kerait seems to have converted in 1007 
CE.111 The mass conversion was documented in a letter, recorded by the thirteenth century chronicler Bar 
Hebraeus, sent around 1009 CE by the Metropolitan of Merv to the Patriarch, or Catholicus, of Baghdad.112 
Describing how a miraculous conversion of their khan had resulted in the conversion of some two hundred 
thousand Kerait, the metropolitan requested the advice of his patriarch on an appropriate fast for Lent, as the 
only food available were meat and milk. According to another twelfth-century chronicler, the patriarch replied 
that the Christians should refrain from eating meat and if their habit was to consume sour milk they should 
change this habit during Lent and drink sweet milk instead.113 The unusual communication illustrates how 
Nestorian Christianity had entered a world where its customs and practices encountered very elementary 
dilemmas and practical boundaries. For the Christians among the Kerait in the steppes, the recommendation to 
abstain from meat and sour milk - probably the fermented and thus alcoholic mare’s milk called airag in 
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Mongolian, but better known in the West as comos114 - must have been hard to follow. Rubruck too noted that 
the Mongols seemed to be aware of Christian food restrictions when a Mongol Chief asked him if he would like 
to drink comos:  
 
…for the Russian, Greek and Alan Christians who live among them and who wish strictly to observe 
their religion do not drink it, and in fact once they have drunk it they do not regard themselves as 
Christians, their clergy reconciling them as if they had abjured the Christian faith.115  
 
The Kerait had come to great power and influence after the collapse of the Khitan. In the tenth century the 
Khitan had founded the Liao Dynasty (907-1125 CE) in northern China. On account of their prominence China 
would become known among the other Central Asian peoples as ‘Khitan’, or ‘Khitai’, which is also the origin of 
Marco Polo’s ‘Cathay’. The Khitan rule was overthrown in 1124 by the semi nomadic Jurchen of Manchuria 
who founded the Jin Dynasty (1115-1234 CE). The defeated Khitan leader, Yelü Dashi, managed to escape from 
the Jurchen and continued his rule to the west of the Jurchen domains where he founded a new state called Kara 
Khitai, literally Black Khitai, also known as the Western Liao dynasty. As detailed above, it was most probably 
Yelü Dashi’s opposition to the Muslim world that caused Europeans to associate him with the figure of Prester 
John. The Kerait filled the power vacuum left by the Khitan in the Mongolian steppes after their decline.  
In the twelfth century the Kerait allied themselves with the Jin emperor who bestowed their leader 
Toghril with the double-title of Wang Khan, or Ung Khan. Towards the end of the twelfth century Toghril, the 
Ung Khan, connected himself to the Mongol chief Yesugei. Yesugei was killed in battle and left a son named 
Temujin who, after adopting the title of Chinggis Khan would subdue the tribes of Central Asia. 
The initial partnership between Toghril and Temujin did not last and in 1203 Toghril was killed after 
Temujin conquered the Kerait. Marco Polo seems to refer to the fight between Toghril and Chinggis Khan when 
describing a large battle in the plain of Tenduc, referring to the Ung Khan as Prester John.116 Curiously, here it is 
Chinggis Khan who has Nestorian Christians among his armies rather than Europe’s imaginary Christian ally 
Prester John. That said, Chinggis Khan did have a number of Nestorian Christians among his entourage. Indeed, 
despite the killing of their leader Toghril the Ung Khan, a number of Kerait individuals reached great 
prominence in the Mongol court and the Mongol khans and ilkhans frequently married Nestorian Kerait 
princesses.  
In their contacts with other Central and Inner Asian peoples, the Kerait must have spread their Nestorian 
beliefs. One of the peoples neighbouring the Kerait to the west were the powerful Naiman. The Naiman, a large 
tribe of Turkic origin whose name derives from the Mongol word for ‘eight’, occupied the region east of the 
Altai mountain range towards the Selenge river of present western Mongolia.117 The Kerait and Naiman 
frequently clashed over territory. Nevertheless, Christians among this tribe may have been converted by Kerait 
Nestorian Christians.118  
Eventually, the Naiman shared the same fate as the Kerait and were, at the start of the thirteenth century, 
conquered by Chinggis Khan. Upon his conquest Chinggis took the wife of the Naiman ruler Tayan Khan as his 
wife. As with the Kerait, a number of Nestorian Naiman opted to enter into the service of the Mongol empire. 
After the defeat Tayan’s son Küchlüch managed to escape with some of his forces and joined the Merkit, another 
tribe among whom Nestorian Christians lived. Küchlüch, himself a Nestorian Christian, subsequently took over 
the reign of the territory of the Kara Kitai, or Western Liao, and married one of the Kara Khitai princesses. As 
will be remembered, it had been the founder of the Kara Kitai, Yelü Dashi, who had initially been associated 
with Prester John for his aggression against a Muslim army.  
On the request of his newly wed Buddhist wife, the Nestorian Küchlüch became a Buddhist.119 Küchlüch 
nevertheless seems to have remained sympathetic towards his former Christian beliefs. Indeed, after his conquest 
of Khotan, Küchlüch forced the Muslim community to either convert to Christianity or Buddhism.120 It is 
probably for his aggression against such Muslim communities that Küchlüch too, like Yelü Dashi, became 
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associated with the Prester John legends in Europe.121 Eventually, in 1218 Küchlüch and his rule were 
overthrown by the ever more powerful Mongol forces of Chinggis Khan.  
Rubruck seems to refer to the early clashes between the Kerait and the Naiman before the two clans 
were subdued by the Mongols. According to Rubruck the two tribes were ruled by two ‘mighty herdsman’ who 
were brothers.122 Rubruck presents the chief of the Naiman as the legendary King John and his brother, chief of 
the Kerait and Merkit, as Unc Khan: 
 
The Nestorians called him [the Naiman Chief, TH] King John, and only a tenth of what they said about 
him was true. For this is the way with the Nestorians who come from these parts: they create big 
rumours out of nothing… In this way was broadcast the impressive report about King John; and when I 
myself crossed his pasturelands, nobody knew anything about him except for a few Nestorians.123  
 
Upon the death of King John, Rubruck explained, his brother Unc Khan assumed his rule. Rubruck’s Unc Khan 
is further presented as the ruler of ‘the little town Karakoram’ who at some point “abandoned the Christian 
religion and worshipped idols, keeping at his side idolater priests, all of whom conjure up demons and practice 
sorcery”.124 Jackson believes Rubruck confused the figure of Unc Khan (in reality the Kerait leader Toghril) with 
Küchlüch, who had been a Nestorian Christian before he converted to Buddhism.125 Rubruck continued to 
describe how Unc Khan was killed when fleeing from Chinggis Khan, a scene reminding of the death of Toghril, 
the Ung Khan, and to a lesser extent Küchlüch. In his passage about the Unc Khan, Rubruck further refers to the 
Merkit as Nestorian Christians.126  
The Merkit lived between the Selenge and Orkhon rivers in present Mongolia. North of the Merkit, at 
the southern tip of Baikal lake, there were probably also Nestorian Christians among the neighbouring Oirat 
clan.127 
Another important group of Nestorian Christians between the tenth and fourteenth centuries lived in the 
Semericye region at the south eastern tip of Lake Balkash, presently Kyrgyzstan. At the start of the twentieth 
century Russian archaeologists found a large number of Christian gravestones decorated with crosses, lotus 
flowers and inscriptions in the Syriac script and the Syrian and Turkish languages at two gravesites in the Chu 
valley of the Semericye region.128 Similar gravestones have been found at burial sites in Almaliq, in present 
northern Xinjiang by, among others, Chinese archaeologist Huang Wenbi. I will return to these discoveries when 
discussing the discovery and characteristics of the Öngüt Nestorian heritage in Chapters 4 and 7.  
Finally, a significant number of Nestorian Christians were of Öngüt descent. As the main tribe referred 
to in this study, I will further introduce this Turkic people and their Nestorian elite in Sections 3.2-3.4. 
It is important to note here that the adoption of Nestorian Christianity by members of these tribes 
probably did not constitute a full or exclusive conversion to Christianity. Many of these tribes had a religious 
history of shamanism and animism in which Tenger, or the Eternal Heaven, played an all-powerful and all-
encompassing role. As De Rachewiltz remarked:  
 
Perhaps it would be more correct to say that they borrowed from other cultures only those elements that 
had an obviously practical or prestige value. The adoption of Christianity was seemingly conceived by 
their leaders as a means of obtaining the assistance of yet another superhuman power, and this was in no 
way incompatible with their traditional beliefs.129  
 
The Christian “converts”, in other words, probably did not fully shed the remainder of their traditional beliefs 
and religious customs, but rather extended their beliefs with yet another belief system. This may be illustrated by 
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the continuous use of the word Tenger, the Eternal Heaven, in a number of inscriptions on gravestones of 
Nestorian Christians in Quanzhou.130 I will return to the use of this word in Section 8.1.2.  
 
3.2 Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt  
Most of the Nestorian heritage discussed and presented in this study originates from Nestorian Christians among 
the Öngüt. The remains lay in what is now Inner Mongolia, but the Öngüt probably originated from the steppes 
of northern Mongolia and Central Asia.  
The first ancestor of the Öngüt is recorded in Chinese as Buguo, a figure also associated with the 
Uighurs.131 Indeed, the Öngüt are of Turkic origin and belong to the so called Shatuo Turks.132 Chinese sources 
refer to the people as ‘Wanggu’ or ‘Bai Tata’ (literally ‘White Tatars’ in Chinese). At the end of the first 
millennium the Öngüt migrated from Central Asia towards present Northern China.133 In the twelfth century part 
of the tribe was taken hostage in Gansu by the Jin dynasty rulers and brought to the traditional territory of the 
Jurchen in Manchuria, in present north-eastern China. Upon their release, these Öngüt attached themselves to 
their fellow Öngüt in Jingzhou,134 a district north of the Dagingshan mountains in present Inner Mongolia. There 
they were assigned to man a segment of earthen wall built by the Jin against the northern nomads.135 Other 
Öngüt dwelled in the plains between the great bend in the Huanghe river and the Daqingshan mountains. As 
pointed out earlier, the present study mainly deals with the Öngüt north of the Daqingshan mountains.  
It is not clear when the first Öngüts converted to Christianity, but the conversions date from well before 
the rise of Chinggis Khan. The Öngüt bordered with the Kerait, Naiman and Uighurs and it is thus possible that 
it were Nestorians among these tribes who converted the Öngüt. Importantly, the Nestorian faith was adopted by 
the tribe’s rulers as well as – judging from the many Nestorian gravestones encountered in Inner Mongolia - by a 
great number of their subjects. A prominent Nestorian family among these Öngüt was the Ma clan. Pelliot 
translated a number of Christian names of the Ma family as John, Jacob or James and Paul.136  
The rise of the Öngüt is much associated with the Mongol conquest of the Naiman. Book 118 of the 
Yuanshi, the official history of the Yuan compiled under the Ming, outlines this shift and the rule of the royal 
Öngüt lineage in some detail.137  
When in the first years of the thirteenth century the Mongol warlord Temujin, later Chinggis Khan, 
confronted the powerful Naiman, the Naiman chief invited the Öngüt chief Alaqus Tigiin-qori into an alliance. 
Alaqus, however, refused the alliance, captured the Naiman messenger and offered his service to Temujin 
instead. By 1204 Temujin, with help of Alaqus’ troops, had conquered the Naiman resulting in the death of the 
Naiman chief, Tayan Khan, and the escape of his son Küchlüch to the Merkit and the Kara Khitai.  
Two years later, in 1206, Temujin was elected Great Khan and started, under his newly adopted name 
Chinggis Khan, his campaign that would result in the conquest of the largest contiguous empire the world has 
ever seen. The conquest of the Naiman thus constituted a crucial contribution to Chinggis Khan’s rise and it was 
to be expected that the loyalty of the Öngüt chief would be richly rewarded.  
Alaqus, however, had offered his services to Temujin against the wishes of a number of his subjects. 
Upon his return from the battle against the Naiman, the Öngüt chief and some of his family members were killed 
by these dissenting subjects. Alaqus’ wife and son Boyaohai managed to escape the dissenters and joined 
Chinggis Khan. Chinggis Khan thus awarded Boyaohai. After taking the heir on a military campaign, Chinggis 
installed the young Boyaohai as the local king, or chieftain, of the Öngüt. Importantly, Chinggis Khan gave the 
new Öngüt ruler his daughter Alagaibagi in marriage. The early allegiance of the Nestorian Öngüt was thus 
rewarded with a blood tie, the strongest bond possible between the Mongol court and a subsidiary tribe.  
The intermarriage of Öngüt rulers and Mongol imperial family meant that an established Nestorian tribe 
had now entered the inner circles of the Mongol rule. Indeed, Boyaohai was not the last Öngüt to marry a 
daughter of the ruling Khan and the intermarriage between the Öngüt and the ruling Mongols was continued for 
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several generations.138 The descendants of Alaqus ruled the Öngüt territory for over a century as so called 
‘fumawang’, or kings that were son-in-law of the emperor.139 The chiefs ruled under the title Prince of Zhao 
(Zhao Wang) and a number of them, including Boyaohai, were bestowed with the additional honorific title 
Prince of Gaotang.  
Boyaohai’s wife Alagaibagi, highly praised in the Yuanshi for her abilities to govern, remained childless. 
Boyaohai however received three sons from a concubine. It were two of these sons, Kunbuga and Aibuga, who 
received Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos at Koshang, the historical city where Rabban Markos had been 
born and where the two travellers made their first major stop. Following the fumawang-tradition both Kunbuga 
and Aibuga had married members of the Mongol imperial family. Kunbuga married the eldest daughter of 
Guyuk Khan, who ruled as emperor from 1267 until 1248 and Aibuga married the youngest daughter of Kubilai 
Khan, emperor from 1260 until 1292. The prominence of the women married by the two Öngüt kings again 
reflects how closely connected the Öngüt were to the ruling family.  
The imperial connection also meant that the Öngüt kings were obliged to serve in the Khan’s military 
campaigns. Aibuga ultimately died during a campaign in the northwest leaving four sons and three daughters.140 
One of these sons was to become known in the western world as the Nestorian King George, the first Roman 
Catholic convert in China. Due to his prominence for the study of Öngüt remains in Inner Mongolia, I will 
discuss the Chinese and western sources on King George in the next section.  
The Öngüt were, in other words, a prominent people during the Mongol period. As a result they are 
frequently mentioned in the Secret History.141 Unlike western sources, however, the Secret History does not 
frequently refer to Nestorian Christianity.  
 
3.3 King George of the Öngüt  
Chinese and Western sources on King George, Kuolijisi in Chinese, are relatively abundant, indicating the king’s 
prominence. To start with the Chinese sources, the relevant passages in the Yuanshi are based on the funerary 
inscription of King George composed by an administrator named Yan Fu and preserved in the Yuan Wenlei, the 
classified literature of the Yuan Dynasty.142 The Chinese document describes King George as a brave and 
determined military commander but reserves its greatest praise for his achievements in the letters and arts:  
 
He built the ‘Hall of a myriad volumes’ at his home and daily discussed with scholars the classics and 
history, philosophy, astrology, and mathematics, for with all of these he was thoroughly familiar.143  
 
The funerary inscription of King George further declares that King George “founded and built temples and 
schools”.144 Chen Yuan points out that King George, being ‘familiar with Confucianism, yin-yang and magical 
calculations’, was in addition to his Nestorian beliefs an ‘admirer of Confucianism’, which we should see as a 
general support of the letters rather than a specific philosophical allegiance.145  
King George, following the fumawang tradition, first married a granddaughter of Kubilai Khan named 
Hutatimishih and, after her death, Aiyashihli, a daughter of Temur Khan. In 1294, the year he gained power, 
Temur granted his son in law George, the title Prince of Gaotang. When unrest broke out in the north west of the 
empire, the Öngüt king volunteered to suppress the rebellion. The Nestorian king is recorded to have pledged 
that the ‘head of his horse would not turn south until he had restored order in the troubled region’. The 
campaign, however, was not successful and resulted in the capture of the King George, who, despite attempts by 
the Khan to free him, was killed by his captors in 1298.  
King George left a young son named Zhuan. As Zhuan was too young to ascend to the Öngüt throne it 
was decided that George’s younger brother, named Shuhunan, should rule the territory. It was Shuhunan who 
requested Yan Fu to compose the funerary inscription for his late brother George. Eventually, in 1310, Zhuan 
was installed as Prince of Zhao.  
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After ascending the throne Zhuan requested the Khan’s permission to retrieve the remains of his father, 
‘buried by strangers in a desert and distant land’. 146 The Khan, praising, according to the Yuan Wenlei, Zhuan as 
a dutiful son, allowed for a military guard of five hundred soldiers to accompany the search party. The search 
party managed to locate the grave of King George and retrieve the remains for reburial; “they respectfully 
reported that when they first saw the corpse it was as if alive”.147 No references are made towards the locality 
where King George was reburied.  
The references in the Yuanshi on crown prince Zhuan are also based on Yan Fu’s funerary inscription of 
King George. Further information on Zhuan, Prince of Zhao, is scant and it is, in the words of Chen Yuan, a 
“most fortunate discovery”148 that sheds further light on the son of King George. The discovery consists of 
fragments of the Wangfu-stele erected in the fourteenth century by a direct descendant of Alaqus identified in 
Chinese as Huai Du (Chen Yuan transcribes Huai Tu). The stele was discovered in 1929 by the Chinese 
archaeologist Huang Wenbi among the remains of a Nestorian city in Inner Mongolia. Studied in some detail by 
Chen Yuan,149 the stele filled lacunae in the lineage of Alaqus and provided further indications on the Christian 
beliefs of the collateral descendants of King George.150  
Zhuan died young, and thus remained childless, and it were the descendants of Shuhunan who continued 
the lineage of the Princes of Zhao. As Shuhunan was a Nestorian Christian his son Alahutu, according to Chen 
Yuan, would have belonged to the same faith. Chen Yuan, however, also argued that by the time Alahutu 
married, the Öngüt rulers had given up their Nestorian faith and followed the Three Religions - Confucianism, 
Buddhism and Daoism - referred to in the Wangfu-inscription. In fact, the title of the Wangfu-stele, according to 
Chen Yuan, was taken from the Confucian analects.151 Such religious shifts, or expansions, so to speak, of one’s 
religious horizon, were not unusual among the Öngüt. Chen Yuan, for instance, points out that, over time, 
descendents of the influential Ma clan too extended their Nestorian beliefs with Confucian or Daoist practices.152 
Chen Yuan took the mention of an ‘administrator of the Yelikewen’ on the reverse side of the Wangfu-
stele as proof that there were still Christians in the Öngüt domains. The mere mention of ‘yelikewen’ is, 
however, not sufficient to establish a Christian presence as the term has also been found to refer to a people of 
Yelikewen, or of non-Han Chinese descent. Finds near the Wangfu-stele, however, indicate that the environs 
were at the time inhabited by Nestorian Christians and that it is thus likely that the term found on the Wangfu-
stele indeed refers to an office dealing with the Christian population.  
As is the case with the Wangfu-stele, the Yuanshi and the Yuan Wenlei do not refer to the Christian 
beliefs of King George, a customary omission in Chinese official records or funerary eulogies which generally 
do not relate affairs that are considered to be private, including religious allegiance. The first hint towards the 
Christian beliefs of King George is, of course, provided by his name. The king appears in Chinese sources, such 
as the Yuanshi and Yuan Wenlei, as Kuolijisi, thought to be a Chinese transcription of the Syriac name Giwargis, 
or George.153 Indeed, the Nestorians among the Öngüt, despite being of Turkic origins and speaking a Turkic 
language, used on occasion the Syriac script and in some instances the Syriac language. The use of this script 
and language will be further detailed in Chapter 7.  
 The western sources on King George are both revealing and puzzling, for it is in connection to King 
George, that, at the turn of the thirteenth century, the fabled Prester John resurfaces in full force. Indeed, both 
Marco Polo and Montecorvino associate King George with the legendary Christian king of the east.  
In his description of Tenduc ,‘which is a province toward the sunrising which has towns and villages 
enough’, Polo remarks:  
 
…and it is one of the provinces where that great king most famous in the world, who was called by the 
Latins Prester Johan, used to stay… And one of the line of Prester Johan is king of this province; and 
indeed he is still a Christian priest, because all the Christians of those parts are made such; and his own 
name is Prester Giorge [King George, TH]. And the greater part of the people are Christians. And he 
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holds the land for the great Kaan, but not all that which Prester Johan held, but some part of that. But I 
tell you also that after the death of that king who was killed by Cinghis in battle, these lords, that is 
Giorgians, are reckoned of noble blood, for the great Kaan, descended from Cinghis who had the 
daughter of Uncan (whom we in our tongue call Prester Johan) for wife – from which lady all these lords 
are descended -, have always given of their daughters and others of their kindred to the kings who reign 
in that region who are descended of the lineage of Prester Johan… They are the whitest men of the 
country and fine men more than the others of the country who are infidels, and more clever and better 
traders than can be found elsewhere in any province; and for this cause they have the rule. And you may 
know that the Chief seat of Prester Johan was in this province when he ruled the Tartars and all those 
other great provinces and kingdoms round; and all his descendants keep his seat [and] dwell there still. 
And this Giorge whom I have named to you is of the lineage of Prester Johan, as I have told you in the 
story, and is the sixth lord since the great Prester Johan, and is held to be the greatest lord of that line.154  
 
Polo’s remarks must, of course, be treated with great caution but the above references regarding the kingdom of 
King George seem strikingly accurate. Polo’s passage reveals King George as a Christian ruler hailing from a 
prominent lineage promoted to nobility after the death of a rival king and allied through marriage to the ruling 
Mongol court. The remark regarding the people of King George, i.e. the Öngüt, as the ‘whitest men of the 
country’ is, however, most puzzling. Possibly, Polo referred here to the Chinese term Bai tata, literally ‘White 
Tatar’ in Chinese. Alternatively, Polo might have noticed that the Mongols held a white skin in high esteem, as 
they still do today. The Venetian further describes the people of King George as good traders, living of both 
animal husbandry and agriculture. Tenduc thus had ‘towns and villages enough’. Indeed, on the seven day 
journey that it took to travel east towards the borders of Cathai:  
 
…one finds many cities and villages in which there are people who worship the law of Mahomet and 
there are also many idolaters [i.e. Buddhists, TH] and some Nestorian Turkish Christians also.155  
 
Polo’s remark that “the greater part of the people are Christians”, perhaps given in by the European notion that a 
people follows the religion of their ruler, is in a later passage qualified: “the rule indeed belongs to the Christians 
because the king is Christian… but there are also idolaters enough and some men who worship by the law of the 
abominable Mahomet.”156 Polo, in other words, seems to say that the rulers were Christian but that King 
George’s subjects in Tenduc, consisted not only of Nestorian Christians, but also of Buddhists and Muslims.  
Both province and capital of King George are identified by Polo as Tenduc. Polo, however, reveals a 
third designation for the kingdom of King George:  
 
And the place where he [King George, TH] reigns, it is the place which we call on this side in our 
country Gog and Magog, but they that dwell there call it in their tongue Ung and Mongul. And in each 
of these provinces was a different race of people, for in Ung were the Gog and in Mongul lived the 
Tartars. For before the Tartars left it there were two races of men in this province; Ung were those of the 
land, and Mongul were the Tartars. And therefore the Tartars are sometimes called Mongul.157 
 
‘Öngüt’ is the plural of the singular ‘Öng’, and it is thus not inconceivable, as suggested by Pelliot, that Polo’s 
‘Ung’ has the same root as ‘Öng’.158 
The second important western source connecting King George to Prester John is a letter written by 
Montecorvino at Khanbaleq in 1305 to his pope in Rome. It is in this letter that Montecorvino revealed he had 
converted the Nestorian King George to Roman Catholicism. Montecorvino writes:  
 
A certain king of these parts, of the sect of the Nestorian Christians, who was of the family of that great 
king who was called Prester John of India, attached himself to me in the first year that I came here. And 
was converted by me to the truth of the true Catholic faith. And he took minor orders and served my 
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Mass wearing the sacred vestments, so that the other Nestorians accused him of apostasy. Nevertheless 
he brought a great part of his people to the true Catholic faith, and he built a fine church with royal 
generosity in honour of God, the Holy Trinity and the Lord Pope, and called it according to my name 
“the Roman church”. This King George departed to the Lord a true Christian, leaving a son and heir in 
the cradle, who is now nine years old. But his brothers who were perverse in the errors of Nestorius 
perverted all those whom King George had converted and brought them back to their former state of 
schism. And because I was alone and unable to leave the Emperor the Chaan, I could not visit that 
church, which is distant twenty days’ journey. Nevertheless if a few helpers and fellow workers were to 
come, I hope in God that all could be restored for I still hold the grant of the late King George.159  
 
The letter of Montecorvino again confirms the Nestorian beliefs of the king and his brothers and, importantly, 
reveals the origin of the Chinese name Zhuan as John. One of the ‘Nestorian brothers’ referred to by 
Montecorvino must have been Shuhunan, the interim ruler of the Öngüt who requested Yan Fu to write George’s 
funerary eulogy. Shuhunan’s name has been translated by Pelliot as Jonas.160 
The exact circumstances of Montecorvino’s conversion of King George are difficult to establish but it is 
likely that the Franciscan had met the Öngüt king. It must be remembered that Montecorvino was sent to the East 
by Pope Nicolas IV in response to the arrival of Rabban Sauma in Europe. Indeed, in his letters to the Ilkhan and 
Mar Yaballaha III, carried by Montecorvino, Pope Nicolas IV referred to Rabban Sauma’s arrival. It is thus not 
that surprising that Montecorvino visited the Öngüt king of the very people that Mar Yaballaha III originated 
from. The visit would be all the more likely if Montecorvino had met Mar Yaballaha III, which is not unlikely 
given the letters he carried, or Rabban Sauma in Baghdad.  
It must be pointed out, that Montecorvino referred only to the brothers of King George as those 
‘perfidious persons in the errors of Nestorius’. King George, however, also had a Nestorian sister named Sara. A 
rare chrysographed Nestorian manuscript, now kept at the Vatican Library, may provide a further insight into the 
conversion of King George and the reliability of Montecorvino’s writings.161 Executed in gold ink by a Nestorian 
scribe named Paul, the Syriac colophon of the manuscript reveals its commissioner as “Sara the believer… 
famous among queens, sister of George, the glorious king of the Christians.”162 Pelliot identified this ‘glorious 
king of the Christians’ as the Öngüt King George.163  
Sara, in fact one of three sisters, is known to have married Altan-Buqa, a grandson of Kubilai, and may 
have resided in Gansu. She was given a Turkic name at birth but assumed the name Sara after baptism. She is 
included in the Yuanshi under the name Yeliwan.164  
Interpretations regarding the place of origin of the manuscript differ. Sara’s manuscript may have been 
written in Mesopotamia, where it was eventually found, in northern Gansu, where its commissioner may have 
resided,165 or perhaps even in Inner Mongolia.166 Since this source was written in Syriac and now preserved 
outside China, I have included it here among Western sources. 
The document is dated in the Seleucid era, the common system in the Church of the East, which 
corresponds to 1298 CE, the year that King George was also killed. The Nestorian scribe refers to the title Prince 
of Gaotang bestowed by Temur Khan on George in 1294 but does not refer to King George’s conversion to 
Roman Catholicism which took place around the same year.167 Pier Giorgio Borbone, who studied the document 
directly, first raised the interesting question whether the scribe’s omission of King George’s conversion in the 
colophon of Sara’s gospel suggests that Montecorvino embellished his claim regarding the conversion.168 If the 
scribe was not aware of King George’s conversion, one could wonder whether this was due to a lack of 
communication on the event or, indeed, that the conversion did not involve a complete rejection of Nestorian 
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beliefs.169 If the scribe was aware of the conversion one can wonder too why he described King George as the 
‘glorious king of the Christians’ and did not refer to King George’s straying from the Church of the East, to 
which also the scribe belonged.  
The question regarding the completeness of Montecorvino’s conversion of King George is most relevant 
and has far reaching consequences: could it be that Montecorvino exaggerated his missionary success in his 
letter to the pope? Indeed, if King George’s conversion was less clear and complete than maintained by the 
Franciscan, one may wonder about the authority of Montecorvino’s claims regarding the conversions undertaken 
by King George among his Öngüt subjects. In that case one may wonder too about the truthfulness of 
Montecorvino’s claim regarding the construction of the Roman Catholic church in King George’s capital. The 
question thus becomes highly relevant for the search for and identification of the church’s remains in Inner 
Mongolia, especially because Montecorvino’s letter is the one and only source about the existence of this church.  
Assuming that the scribe was aware of the apostasy and dissent, the omission to mention the apostasy 
can not be exclusively attributed to a less than neat and perceptible conversion. The scribe worked, after all, on 
the commission of an influential Nestorian princess of the Mongol court who had ordered a most valuable item 
and might not have appreciated a critical comment towards a sibling. Alternatively, it remains possible that the 
scribe was simply not aware of King George’s conversion because of the pragmatic religious approach of the 
Öngüt towards accumulating beliefs systems. It can not be excluded that King George, for instance, practised 
both Nestorian and Roman Catholic beliefs, in addition to other faiths. This would mean that Montecorvino’s 
conversion of the king was indeed less complete and neat as suggested by Borbone, but this would not have 
prevented the building of a catholic church in George’s capital. 
It must be remembered here that Chinese sources do not shed any light on King George’s Christian 
beliefs, let alone the likelihood of his conversion. Van Mechelen points out that Chinese official biographies are 
records of “one’s public life as a Confucian scholar or statesman, and consequently one’s private life is not 
mentioned.”170 In fact, Van Mechelen uses the very example of King George’s biography to illustrate this. 
Chinese sources, in other words, do not provide any leads on King George’s Christian beliefs but this omission, 
or the inclusion of references to King George’s public life as a Confucian scholar, can not be interpreted to 
determine the extent of his conversion.  
Indeed, it seems that the questions raised by Sara’s manuscript are insufficient to doubt the existence of 
Montecorvino’s church in King George’s capital. I will accordingly discuss the search for, and identification of 
the church on the assumption that it was built. The question thus remains where the church was built (see for this 
matter Chapter 6).  
A fourth western source that seems to refer to the domains of King George’s descendants is the report by 
Odoric of Perderone, one of the early fourteenth century Franciscan missionaries in China. In 1328, on his return 
from China, friar Odoric travelled through ‘the country of Prester John’.171 In a passage echoing both Polo’s 
remarks regarding the intermarriage of King George’s descendants with the ruling Mongol family and Rubruck’s 
contempt for the scant truth in the stories told about Prester John, Odoric wrote:  
 
Departing from that land of Cathay and travelling westward for fifty days through the many cities and 
towns, I arrived at the country of Prester John; but as regards him not one hundredth part is true of what 
is told of him as if it were undeniable. His principal city is Tozan [also Cozan,172 TH], chief city though 
it is, Vicenza would be reckoned its superior. He has, however, many other cities under him, and by a 
standing compact always receives to wife the Great Khan’s daughter.173  
 
Odoric’s reference to the ruler’s marriage to the Great Khan’s daughters suggests that the rule belonged to King 
George’s descendents, but his indication of the whereabouts of Cozan are most problematic given the great 
number of days of travel necessary and the general reference point of ‘Cathay’.  
The western references to the places associated with King George, nevertheless provide important clues 
to the archaeological remains of the Öngüt in Inner Mongolia. I will return to the identification of the places and 
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ruins associated with King George, that is Tenduc, Koshang, Tozan and Cozan in Chapter 6. In the following 
section I will limit myself to characterising the Öngüt realm in order to facilitate the discussions in Chapter 6. 
 
3.4 The Öngüt realm  
By the thirteenth century the Öngüt people had settled in a number of urban structures along the Yinshan 
mountains of the Daqinshan range.174 Important caravan routes crossed the Öngüt territory connecting eastern 
China with the western regions, and northern China with the Mongolian steppes. Lattimore, who published 
extensively on the geographical factors of the history of the region,175 describes the Öngüt territory as a frontier 
zone with frontier walls and frontier cities invaded for centuries by nomadic peoples from the north and Chinese 
from the south.176 Lattimore remarks in this context that “we are not entitled to assume a ‘desert’ Mongolia and a 
‘fertile’ China” separated by the Great Wall.177  
Instead, the Öngüt frontier zone was a diverse environment with both agricultural settlers and nomadic 
herders, as related by Polo who noted that the people of King George included ‘those of the land’. 
Archaeological finds, such as millstones, suggest that the Öngüt may have practised agriculture, though they 
undoubtedly continued to raise livestock as well. The zone is thus characterized by both agriculture and pasture 
land.  
The zone was also strategically important and the allegiance of the people inhabiting it vital for 
maintaining or toppling the existing order. China needed to control the zone in order not to be overrun from the 
north and, vice versa, the nomadic tribes from the Mongolian steppes needed control of the zone to conquer and 
rule China. As related above, the Öngüt north of the Daqingshan mountains too played a role in balancing the 
powers between the south and the north, especially by manning a segment of wall for the Jin rulers. 
The people of these zones, like most tribes north of China, frequently shifted alliances until they became 
part of a larger power. The association of the Öngüt with the Mongol rulers served the Öngüt well as long as the 
Mongols were in power and was shaped at the expense of an earlier alliance with the Jin dynasty and a proposed 
alliance with the Naiman. Egami suggests that the Öngüt settlements were razed to the ground when the 
Mongols, the ruling patrons of the Öngüt, were overthrown by the Ming dynasty.178 Indeed, all known dated 
grave inscriptions from Nestorian Öngüt date from before the Ming dynasty. Also, coins found inside the 
Nestorian graves of Inner Mongolia date to the Liao, Jin, Song and Yuan periods and no coins from the Ming 
dynasty have been found inside these graves suggesting that the Nestorian Christian communities no longer 
settled in Inner Mongolia after the Yuan.179  
It is of some importance for the identification of settlements in the Öngüt realm, to realize that the 
various peoples invading China from the north, such as the Khitan, Jurchen, Mongols and Manchus, often 
designated a northern capital outside the Great Wall and a southern capital inside China proper. It is thus likely, 
as first pointed out by Lattimore, that the Öngüt too ruled from double capitals, most likely situated in a northern 
and southern region. Based on the geographical features of the Öngüt realm, these two regions would consist of a 
southern region comprised of the fertile plain between the large bend in the Huanghe and the Daqingshan 
mountains and a realm stretching north of the Daqingshan range and the Great Wall towards the Gobi deserts 
and the Mongolian steppes.  
Living in this frontier zone further meant that the Öngüt lived on the crossroads of many peoples and 
cultures. These peoples and cultures are reflected in their ethnicity, customs and society. In the words of 
Lattimore: “Racial mixture was an important, and probably an essential, factor in the historical activities of 
marginal peoples of this kind.”180 I will return to the these influences and the impact that they had on the 
Nestorian Christians in Chapter 8.  
 
3.5 Nestorian Christians among the Mongols  
The western visitors of the Mongol court were quick to notice a strong Nestorian presence among the Mongol 
rulers. The early Franciscan papal envoy John of Plano Carpini related in 1247 of the Christians in the service of 
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Güyük Khan, who allegedly always had a chapel in front of his main residence.181 A few years later Rubruck 
debated the resident Nestorian Christians at Karakoram and noted that members of the Mongol elite were 
frequently tutored by Nestorian Christians.182 
Montecorvino remarks on the dominant Nestorian presence in Mongol China, made at the end of the 
thirteenth century, are as revealing:  
 
…the Nestorians, who call themselves Christians, but behave in a very unchristian manner, have grown 
so strong in these parts [Cathay, TH] that they do not allow any Christian or another rite to have any 
place of worship, however small, nor to preach any doctrine but their own.183 
 
Prominent Nestorians among the ruling Mongols can be divided into spouses of khans and administrators or 
military commanders in the service of the Mongols. It must be pointed out that these Nestorian Christians were 
often of non-Mongol descent. Indeed, there seem to be few Mongol converts among the Nestorian Christians in 
the Far East. This is illustrated by the fact that no inscriptions related to Nestorian Christians have been found in 
the Mongol language.  
As for the first group of Nestorians in the Mongol court, the Mongol khans frequently married Nestorian 
princesses from the tribes they subjugated.184 Chinggis Khan started the tradition when he conquered the Kerait 
leader Toghril, the Nestorian Ung Khan, who was the son of his former ally Yesugei. Upon the conquest 
Chinggis married Toghril’s niece, the Nestorian princess Turakina. Chinggis’ youngest son Tolui married yet 
another niece of Toghril, the influential and famed Nestorian Kerait princess Sorghaghtani Beki. Ögödei khan, 
Chinggis’ immediate successor, also married a Nestorian princess as did Möngke khan. Rubruck remarked after 
his meeting with Möngke how much the khan had been attached to his late Christian wife.185 Chinggis further 
gave Daquz, the granddaughter of Toghril, as wife to Tului, who had also married Sorghaghtani Beki. Daquz 
later became the wife of Ilkhan Hülügu. The later ilkhans continued the tradition of marrying Christian wives but 
did certainly not limit themselves to marrying Nestorian Christians.186 
It was the Nestorian Kerait Sorghaghtani Beki who would become best known for her influential role in 
Mongol government.187 No less than three of her sons held the highest offices: Möngke and Khubilai ruled the 
Mongol Empire as Great Khan, and Hülügu founded the Persian Ilkhanate. Carpini’s description of Sorghaghtani 
Beki after his visit to Güyük Khan’s camp, omits any reference to her Nestorian beliefs but reveals the 
prominence she had already reached by the 1240s:  
 
…his [Möngke’s, TH] mother is Sorocan [Sorghaghtani Beki, TH], and among the Tartars this lady is 
the most renowned, with the exception of the Emperor’s [Güyük Khan’s, TH] mother, and more 
powerful than anyone else except Bati [Batu, TH].188 
 
According to the Yuanshi, Sorghaghtani Beki was buried in 1252 at a Temple of the Cross in Ganzhou, situated 
in present Gansu province.189  
Ryan argues that it were especially the queens in the Persian Ilkhanate who were influential: “Under the 
influence of these women both the Nestorian and Jacobite churches flourished, and western missionaries had a 
free hand.”190 Ryan bases himself in part on mediaeval Persian historians, both Muslim and Christian, who 
described how, especially during the early years of the Ilkhanate, the Christian wives influenced their husbands 
to ‘hold the Christians in high esteem’ and even to ‘built new churches to please them’.191  
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The second group of prominent Nestorians at the Mongol court, consists of Nestorian Christians who 
held important administrative and military positions. It was again Chinggis Khan who started this tradition when 
he employed the services of Chinqai, a Nestorian Christian of Kerait192 or perhaps Öngüt Kerait descent.193 
Chinqai had witnessed Chinggis’ election in 1206 and escorted the ‘Travelling Daoist Alchemist’ Changchun on 
his journey westward to meet the khan. Serving under three Khans (Chinggis, Ögödei and Güyük) Chinqai 
reached great prominence in military and administrative affairs.194 Carpini repeatedly related of his encounters 
with Chinqai at the court of Güyük.195 The Nestorian believer was nevertheless executed by Möngke after a 
power struggle at the Mongol court, leaving behind three sons, with the Christian names Joseph, Bacchus and 
George.196 De Rachewiltz points out that Chinqai’s prominence and political involvement make him a candidate 
for the authorship of the Secret History.197  
A fellow Nestorian of Chinqai, named Bulgai, took the positions of chancellor and minister under 
Möngke Khan. The Kerait official is frequently referred to by Rubruck, who describes him as highly 
influential,198 and is also known from Chinese sources. Despite, or perhaps because of his prominent position, 
Bulgai was also killed during a power struggle.199  
Another influential Nestorian in the service of the Mongol khans was Khadag. Khadag, a Nestorian of 
Kerait or Naiman descent,200 tutored Güyük201 but was killed in the power struggle that also led to Chinqai’s 
death.202 Other known Nestorians in the service of the Mongols include the military commander Sama, whose 
wife’s gravestone was recently found in Yangzhou,203 and the sherbet-maker and church-builder Mar Sargis,204 
whose ancestors had left Samarkand to work for the Mongol khans as court physicians (for the latter two also see 
Section 3.7).  
It must be noted here that there is no reason to believe that Nestorian beliefs played a major role when 
the khans married Nestorian princesses or gave their daughters in marriage to Nestorian chiefs. These marriages 
were in the first place intended to establish a blood alliance. The khans, after all, took wives and concubines of 
different faiths. The same goes for the employment of Nestorian Christians whose skills, be they military, 
administrative or otherwise, rather than their beliefs, secured them high positions. The successful conquests of 
the Mongol armies simply left the rulers with a great demand for skilled commanders and administrators to assist 
their rule and further invasions. This pragmatic willingness of the Mongol rulers to take on non-Mongols, of 
whatever religion or ethnic background, proved to be one of the great strengths of the Mongol empire.205 The 
presence of Nestorian Christians among the Mongol elite, however, must have offered the Nestorian 
communities some protection and facilitated its spread to some extent.  
 
3.6 The Mongol rulers’ approach towards Christianity  
Early western sources frequently refer to “Christian khans” at the Mongol court, or their intentions to convert – 
but this was wishful thinking. Carpini was careful to credit the Christians in Güyük’s camp when he related 
about the Christian interests of the Güyük khan:  
 
The Christians of his household also told us that they firmly believed he [Güyük, TH] was about to 
become a Christian, and they have clear evidence of this, for he maintains Christian clerics and provides 
them with Christian things; in addition he always has a chapel before his chief tent and they sing openly 
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and in public and beat the board for services after the Greek fashion like other Christians… The other 
chiefs do not behave like this.206  
 
Güyük’s stern reply by letter to the Pope - who had suggested he convert to Christianity – does not hint at 
finding much common ground in Christianity:  
 
Though thou likewise sayest that I [Güyük, TH] should become a trembling Nestorian Christian, 
worship God and be an ascetic, how knowest thou who God absolves, in truth to whom He shows 
mercy? How dost thou know that such words as thou speakest are with God’s sanction? From the rising 
of the sun to its setting, all the land have become subject to me. Who could do this contrary to the 
command of God? Now you should say with a sincere heart: “I will submit and serve you.”207 
 
It seems safe to say that Güyük, despite having been tutored by the Nestorian Christian Khadagh and allowing 
different creeds to be practised in his territory, was not a Christian.  
Indeed, the early Mongol khans were raised with a shamanistic “religious system at the summit of which 
was the blue or eternal heaven”, Köke Möngke Tenger in Mongolian.208 Walther Heissig points out that: 
 
The constant use of the Mongolian expression… ‘through the power of Eternal Heaven’, in epistles, 
ordinances, order tablets and stone inscriptions of the Mongol dynasty… bears witness to the belief of 
the Mongols in the presence of a heavenly power to which all powers of and above the earth are 
subject.209  
 
Güyük Khan, for instance, sealed his uncompromising letter to the pope with a seal that invoked Tenger.210 The 
Secret History too frequently refers to powers given by the Eternal Heaven. Heissig further points out that 
shamanism was not driven from its dominant position by foreign religions such as Buddhism or Nestorian 
Christianity until the collapse of the Yuan dynasty.211  
The Mongol rulers nevertheless portrayed some interest in the different religious practices and doctrines. 
During his stay in Karakoram, Rubruck participated with Buddhists and Muslims in a religious debate organised 
for the benefit of Möngke, successor to Güyük Khan.212 Rubruck debated alongside the Nestorians which 
suggests that the Mongols were not that particular on the differences between the two creeds.  
Richard Young argues that Möngke organised the debate to establish which of the two religions ‘could 
most peacefully coexist with Mongol folk religion.’213 The Khan, according to Young, concluded that Buddhism 
was more suitable. Möngke’s religious preferences, if indeed he had any, do not seem to have had much 
consequence for the Nestorian faith in the Mongol realm. Indeed, similar debates were held between Buddhist 
representatives and the ‘Daoist alchemist’ Changchun. When Möngke grew tired of the debates, Young notes, 
Khubilai continued them.  
The debates organised by Möngke and Khubilai confirm in the first place that there were representatives 
of different religions at the Mongol court. Young speculates that the two imperial brothers also organised the 
debate for their own political ends, especially to curtail a ‘Daoist manipulation of the Mongol authorities’. By 
intervening into Daoist affairs the Mongol rulers showed, according to Young, that the ‘state would brook no 
opposition’.214  
So which approach then, did the Mongol rulers take towards Christianity and the other religions in their 
territory?  
Möngke and Khubilai followed the main religious policy set out by Chinggis that tolerated all faiths in 
the Mongol empire as long as they did not rival or challenge the Mongol rule.215 According to Jackson the policy 
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is illustrated by a warning issued by Sartaq’s court officials to Rubruck, who believed Sartaq, a son of Batu, was 
Christian. The officials, according to Rubruck, warned: 
 
‘Do not say that our master is a Christian. He is not a Christian. He is a Mo’al [Mongol, TH]’. For they 
[the Mongols, TH ] regard the term Christendom as the name of a people, and… although they may 
perhaps have some believe in Christ they have no desire to be called Christians, since they want to 
promote their own name – Mo’al – to a level above all others.216  
 
Jackson points out that regardless of the religious preferences of the individual Mongol ruler ‘his prime 
commitment was to the maintenance and extension of the Mongol empire.’217 Indeed, the Mongol khans seldom 
attached themselves to one particular religion, as an association with one faith would undoubtedly alienated the 
followers of another doctrine.  
 Khubilai, who had representatives of different faiths pray for him at his birthday, was well aware of the 
religions practised in his empire.218 According to Polo, the Khan observed Easter and the Nativity as well as all 
the ‘chief feasts of the Saracens, Jews, and Idolaters’:  
 
…and being asked about the reason, he said: There are four prophets who are worshipped and to whom 
everybody does reverence. The Christians say their God was Jesus Christ; the Saracens Mahomet; the 
Jews Moses; and the idolaters Sagamoni Burcan [Sakyamuni Buddha, TH], who was the first god of the 
idols; and I do honour and reverence to all four, that is to him who is the greatest in heaven and more 
true, and him I pray to help me.219  
  
Religion may not have played a large role in the blood-alliances between the Mongols and the tribes in Central 
Asia and Northern China, such as the Öngüt and the Keraits, but Christianity did become important when 
dealing with Europe. Papal letters sent to the east repeatedly called for the conversion of the Mongol ruler they 
were addressed to. A number of khans understood that Christianity must be important in dealing with Europe. In 
particular the early Ilkhans who, because of their geographic locality, frequently dealt with Europe seem to have 
understood the importance of the ‘Christian card’ well. Hülügu’s successor, Ilkhan Abaqa, for instance, baptised 
some of his subjects, supposedly to win support from Europe. When the assistance did not materialise, Abaqa’s 
son, Ilkhan Arghun, even baptised his son and named him after pope Nicolas IV. It will be remembered that, 
when Arghun sent an envoy to the King of France, he chose the Nestorian Rabban Sauma and suggested that an 
alliance between his and Europe’s forces would not only result in the liberation of Jerusalem but also in his, 
Arghun’s, own conversion and baptism.220  
Also Khubilai, despite living much further away from Europe than the rulers of the Persian ilkhanate, 
recognized the Christian factor in Europe’s diplomacy. According to Marco Polo Khubilai requested the Pope, 
by way of the elder Polos, to send him ‘as many as a hundred wise men of learning in the Christian religion’ and 
‘oil of the lamp which burns above the sepulchre of Jesus Christ our Lord God in Jerusalem.’ According to Polo, 
Khubilai suggested these ‘wise men’ should debate representatives of the other religions:  
 
…to show plainly to him [Khubilai, TH] and to the idolaters and to the other classes of people submitted 
to his rule that all their religion was erroneous and all the idols which they keep in their houses and 
worship are devilish things, and who should know well how to show clearly by reason that the Christian 
faith and religion is better than theirs and more true than all the other religions….221 
 
Khubilai’s suggestion – despite being recaptured by Polo - evokes the early religious debates organised by 
Möngke and Khubilai between the Buddhists, Christians and Muslims at Karakoram in the 1250s, in which also 
Rubruck participated.  
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Furthermore, Khubilai promised the elder Polos that: “…if they proved this [Christianity’s ‘superiority’, 
TH] that he and all his potentates would become men of the Church.”222 Indeed, Khubilai allegedly remarked 
that a conversion would mean that there would be more Christians ‘here than that there are in your parts’.223 Polo 
believed this meant that the khan held the highest esteem for Christianity.  
The reality, however, was that Khubilai, conform the religious policies of the ruling khans, probably had 
no intention to convert but simply balanced the interests of the different religions at his court. Khubilai’s skills at 
maintaining order between the different religions and their followers is well illustrated by yet another incident 
documented by Polo. In 1287 Naian, a ‘Nestorian chief of a tribe in western Manchuria and eastern Mongolia’ 
led a failed revolt against his cousin Khubilai.224 Polo describes the incident at great length and reveals how the 
conquest of Naian resulted in a crowd of non-Christians ridiculing the cross depicted on Naian’s banner. 
Khubilai, however, reportedly responded in a most diplomatic fashion. Naian’s failure to overthrow the Khan 
meant that Naian did not have God on his side. It was thus not necessary nor appropriate, according to Khubilai, 
to ridicule the cross on his banner or the faith he had belonged to. Khubilai’s reply reminds of the blunt remark 
made by Güyük to the Pope: “From the rising of the sun to its setting, all the land have become subject to me. 
Who could do this contrary to the command of God?”225  
Polo further suggests that the Christians were treated preferentially by the Mongol khans. Ever since the 
clash in the plain of Tenduc between Prester John and Chinggis Khan, Polo remarks, Chinggis Khan held the 
Christians in high respect. Chinggis started, of course, the Mongol policy to exempt the religious clergy and 
institutions, including the Nestorian presence, in his domains from taxation and forced labour.226 Though it is 
beyond doubt that the Nestorian faith was practised freely in the Mongol Empire, there is no indication that the 
Nestorian Christians received preferential treatment from the khans. Indeed, other religions were also allowed to 
flourish as long as they did not challenge the Mongol rule. Thus, influential Nestorians at the Mongol court like 
Chinqai, Bulgai and Khadag still found their death at the hands of the Mongol khans for political reasons and 
during conquests Christian communities who resisted the Mongols were not spared either.  
In fact, according to some, Khubilai may have preferred Buddhism and Confucianism.227 
Montecorvino’s description of his meeting with the Khan seems to sum up the general attitude of the Mongol 
rulers towards the Christians at their court:  
 
…I summoned the Emperor [the Khan, TH] himself to receive the Catholic faith of Our Lord Jesus 
Christ with letters of the Lord Pope, but he was too far gone in idolatry. Nevertheless he behaves very 
generously to the Christians and it is now the twelfth year that I have been with him.228  
 
To summarize, the Mongol Khans certainly had religious lives but their encounter with Christianity - through 
Nestorian Christian mothers, tutors or advisors - does not seem to have much affected them. Whatever personal 
interests the Mongol khans had, none converted to Christianity and ultimately they all practised shamanism and 
a mixture of other religions.229 Rather they treated Christianity in the manner they treated all other religions and, 
at best, as a tool to establish new alliances. Not many have summarized this reality more forcefully than the 
Russian scholar Alexander Yurchenko. To the question why the Mongol Empire did not adopt Christianity, or 
for that matter Buddhism or Islam, the historian simply replied: ‘because the Mongol Empire was the Empire of 
the Eternal Heaven’.230  
 
3.7 Nestorian Christians in China proper  
The presence of Christians in the Mongol realm was certainly not limited to the steppes and northern China. As I 
will frequently refer to other Christian communities in China proper I will briefly introduce the most important 
communities belonging to the church structure that also incorporated the Christians among the Öngüt. These 
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Nestorian communities are of importance to the present study for the context they provide to the Nestorian 
remains of the Öngüt in Inner Mongolia.  
The Nestorian communities in China proper can be roughly divided into those positioned along major 
trade routes leading from Central Asia to Northern China and those positioned along the Grand Canal and the 
harbour cities of East China.231  
 Quanzhou, one of the important international harbours of China, and indeed the region, was the southern 
most Nestorian settlement in China during the Yuan period. Polo, who on his departure from China sailed from 
Quanzhou, and recorded the city as Zaiton, described the city as an international metropolis without its equal.232 
Indeed, a great number of Buddhist, Hindu, Christian and Muslim relics attest of the international character of 
Quanzhou. 233 I will limit myself here to Christian heritage.  
Nestorian gravestones were noted in Quanzhou as early as the seventeenth century by Jesuits 
missionaries.234 From the nineteenth century onwards an ever expanding number of such gravestones has been 
discovered during the dismantling of the city walls of old Quanzhou.235 The gravestones had simply been used as 
construction material. 
The western publication of Christian gravestones, collected by Wu Wenliang but published by John 
Foster without the collector’s stated consent, has been most controversial.236 Worse, a number of stones has been 
lost or were destroyed and replicated.237 The majority of the surviving stones are now part of the collection of the 
Maritime Museum of Quanzhou, The Anthropological Museum of Xiamen University and the Fujian Provincial 
Museum. Other Nestorian Christian gravestones from Quanzhou are privately owned.238 Apart from these 
Nestorian gravestones, the demolition of the city walls of Quanzhou also yielded a number of Catholic 
gravestones with Latin inscriptions, including the above mentioned stone from one of the helpers of 
Montecorvino (see Section 1.5). Importantly, Nestorian gravestones are still being discovered, most recently in 
2005 when at least one Nestorian gravestone was encountered in a pathway.239 Given the extensive structure of 
the pathway more can be expected to be found. Two further stones were reportedly discovered in the vicinity of 
the pathway.240  
  The Nestorian gravestones of Quanzhou can be divided into steles, presumably erected vertically at the 
grave, and elongated stones in the shape of sarcophagi which were stacked horizontally over the grave (see Plate 
1). Both types feature cross depictions, often rising from lotus flowers and sometimes shielded by a parasol. The 
steles frequently depict apsaras, winged angels and stylized clouds and waves. Decorations on the sarcophagi-
shaped stones include floral and vine motifs, and abstract patterns. The organization and shape strongly reminds 
of stones used for Muslim graves (see Plates 2.3-2.6 and 33.4-33.6).241 As would be expected in such an 
international environment, inscriptions on the Nestorian stones are most diverse, featuring Chinese, Syriac, 
Turkish and Phagsba scripts. I will return to these stones and their decorations and inscriptions when discussing 
grave material in Inner Mongolia in Chapter 7.  
North of Quanzhou, at the crossing of the Grand Canal and the Yangzi, Nestorian Christians lived in the 
river town of Yangzhou, governed according to The Description, by none other than Marco Polo himself.242 In 
1981 farmers from Yangzhou uncovered an important Nestorian gravestone with an extensive trilingual 
inscription in a field bordering the town.243 The inscription, decorated with a cross on a lotus flower flanked by 
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two winged angels, dated from 1317 and commemorates the death of a Nestorian Christian named Elizabeth. 
Elizabeth is recorded on the stone as ‘the wife of Sama from Beijing’. A first detailed western study of the 
inscription argues that Sama, Xindu in Chinese, was the son of a prominent Nestorian military commander of 
Turkish descent.244 The inscription on the gravestone is most important as it is one of the few public statements 
of a Christian regarding his or her faith. Most other Chinese Nestorian funerary inscriptions omit, as detailed 
above, any direct reference towards the beliefs of the deceased.  
In his The Nestorian Documents and Relics in China Saeki Yoshiro depicts one further gravestone from 
Yangzhou.245 The fragment, discovered in 1929 in a mosque, depicts a Nestorian cross embedded by floral 
designs and a lotus flower portrayed in perspective. The backside is decorated with further floral motifs. Saeki’s 
description of the stone is most limited and his reconstruction of the shape of the stone rather confusing if not 
problematic.  
Yangzhou further yielded the gravestones of two Roman Catholics of the Mongol era. Both stones depict 
framed patterns and outlines that are also found on Nestorian gravestones.246 Apart from these archaeological 
remains, also a number of Chinese sources refer to the Christian community at Yangzhou.  
Opposite Yangzhou, across the Yangtze, lay the river town of Zhenjiang. The town was governed from 
1277 by Mar Sargis, or Ma Xielijisi in Chinese, the foreign Nestorian Christian already mentioned above as the 
sherbet-maker from Samarkand. The main Chinese source on the Nestorian Christians in Zhenjiang is a Chinese 
local gazetteer compiled around 1333 by a scribe named Yu Xilu.247 According to the document, Mar Sargis’ 
resigned a few years after his appointment as governor of Zhenjiang to devote himself to the building of seven 
churches. The text however continues to describe how an imperial edict of 1311 deemed the construction of two 
of these churches illegal calling for the ‘dismantling and destruction of the crosses’ and ordering the Nestorian 
images to be replaced by Buddhist ones.248  
In fact, the document is the most complete description of a Nestorian community in China and provides 
a wealth of information on the organization and structure of the Nestorian church. The document lists, among 
many other details, the names of seven Nestorian churches in Zhenjiang and Hangzhou, a census of the Christian 
population of Zhenjiang and, importantly, the names of the Yelikewen administrators that served in the town 
between 1277 and 1316. The document also includes a commemorative inscription regarding a church founded 
by Mar Sargis in 1281, written by an official named Liang Xiang, who served as Director of Classical Studies.249 
Importantly, Liang Xiang related a short summary of Nestorian Christianity in his inscription:  
 
[Samarkand] is distant from China more than ten myriad li to the north-west. It is a land where the 
[Yelikewen, TH] practise their religion… The worship towards the east is regarded a principle thing in 
the religion [of the Yelikewen, TH]. It is not the same as the Indian religion of Nirvana. The fact is that 
the sun rises in the east, the four seasons begin in the east, all things are born in the east. The east comes 
under wood and presides over birth. Thus, chaos having been parted, that which causes heaven and earth 
to be without rest, that which causes sun and moon be carried on their way, that which causes the human 
race to increase and multiply, is the principle of continuous reproduction. Therefore they call it the ever-
creative God. The figure-of-ten (the Cross) is an image of the human body. They set it up in their 
houses, paint it in their churches, wear it on their heads, hang it on their breasts. They consider it as an 
indicator of the four quarters, the zenith and the nadir…[Samarkand, TH] is the name of a place;… 
[Yelikewen, TH] is the name of a religion.250  
 
It is important to realise that the inscription was written by an official who was not a Christian himself. Indeed, 
Liang Xiang attempted to explain the Nestorian faith through Chinese cosmology251 and clearly regarded 
Christianity as a foreign religion which traced its origins well outside China.  
                                                
244 Geng, Klimkeit and Laut (1996) 168.  
245 Saeki (1951) 434-435 Fig. 19. 
246 For excellent reproductions of the Christian depictions see: Rouleau (1954) and Peintinger (2002) 290. 
247 For early western the translations of this document see: Moule and Giles (1915) and Clennell (1922). 
248 Moule (1930) 152. 
249 Giles and Moule (1915) 630, note 5. 
250 Moule (1930) 146-147.  
251 Moule (1930) 147, note 7. 
 43 
 The inscription nevertheless reveals some important clues regarding the Nestorian Christian practices in 
China. Importantly, the author identified the east as the preferred orientation for Nestorian worship and 
interpreted the cross as an image of the human body. The latter interpretation is most interesting as the Church of 
the East indeed preferred to depict the ‘plain cross’, i.e. without the image of Christ.252 Rubruck, himself of 
course a Roman Catholic, commented on the plain cross used among the Nestorians in the Mongol empire when 
he met Sartaq in the mid thirteenth century:  
 
He [Sartaq, TH] also took the cross in his hand, and enquired whether the image on it was that of Christ. 
I replied that it was. (These Nestorians and Armenians never put the figure of Christ on their crosses, 
which makes it seem as if they take a low view of the Passion or find it an embarrassment).253  
 
I will return to the use of the cross among the Nestorian Christians in Central Asia and China in Section 8.2.  
North of Zhenjiang, at the start of the Great Canal, lay the Mongol capital of Khanbaleq. By the end of 
the thirteenth century Khanbaleq had a metropolitan, as attested by the chronicle of Rabban Sauma and Rabban 
Markos. The Nestorian community in the capital of the Mongol empire is also known through Marco Polo’s The 
Description.254 Despite the prominence of the city for the church’s organization in China, few Nestorian remains 
from Khanbaleq have been found.  
The only known Nestorian object from the city itself was discovered by a German professor in the 
premises of his house at the start of the twentieth century. The house in which the stone was found was built on a 
former temple-site.255 The object is included in Saeki’s overview of Nestorian relics in China, where it is listed 
as part of a collection housed in the possession of the Catholic University of Peking.256 Saeki describes the object 
as ‘a white marble Nestorian tomb-stone with honey-suckle and a big cross on the face and several smaller 
crosses on both sides of the stone’.257 Though the decorations on the stone are indeed most probably Nestorian, 
the identification of the object as a grave stone is conjecture. The cross and cloud decorations and floral patterns 
are well known from other Nestorian stones in China but the shape of the object is unique among the Nestorian 
objects found in China and it may thus well be that this stone had a different function altogether.  
The only other Nestorian remains have been found outside the city. In 1919 Reginald Johnston, the 
private teacher of the last Qing emperor, found two other cross depictions on two marble blocks laying at the 
remains of a small Buddhist temple in a valley of the Fangshan mountains south-west of Beijing.258 The temple 
had been reported a year earlier by I. Harding, who noticed its unusual name Shizi Si259 - translated and 
discussed by Moule as ‘Temple of the Cross’ or ‘Temple of the Ten Words’.260 Importantly, one of the crosses 
displayed a short Syriac inscription. I will return to these cross depictions and the Syriac inscription in Chapter 7. 
The site further yielded two steles with Chinese inscriptions.  
Since its discovery, the site has been linked to the retreat where Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos 
lived before they set out for Jerusalem.261 The remains, the site’s name and its religious provenance have been 
much discussed262 and remain the topic of much scholarly discussion.263  
When the present author visited the site in a number of times between 2000 and 2004 the steles still 
remained among a number of marble blocks decorated with lotus petals (see image Plate 3.1).264 The blocks with 
cross depictions had been removed early to the ‘Historical Museum’265 in Beijing and are currently kept in 
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storage at the Nanjing Regional Museum.266 Surprisingly, none of the early studies had mentioned that one of the 
two steles was decorated with a cross267 and it thus seems that the present author’s publication of a rubbing in 
2006 and photographs in 2002 were the first western publications of this cross (see Plate 3.3).268 The stele with 
the cross depiction is of further importance as it is one of the few relics with a Nestorian dimension that remains 
in situ.  
The presence of a metropolitan in Khanbaleq illustrates that the Nestorian communities in Central Asia 
and China proper were, despite their great distance from the Patriarchate in Baghdad, part of an international 
structure provided by the Church of the East. This structure will be the detailed in the following Section 3.8.  
 
3.8 Organization of the Church of the East in Central Asia and China 
According to The Description, Khubilai hinted to the elder Polos that if the Mongols and their subjects were to 
convert to Christianity there ‘would be more Christians in the Far East than in Europe’.269 In fact, the Nestorian 
church was, in terms of its geographical reach, already larger than its European counterpart. The Church of the 
East had not only branched out through Central Asia and China but also to India and South East Asia. To what 
extent the eastern converts in the Mongol realm had given up their traditional beliefs and had adopted Nestorian 
Christianity is, as remarked earlier, a matter of conjecture. The reach of the Nestorian Church in the Far East 
resulted from an effective and pragmatic organizational structure and an ability to adapt to local needs and 
environments.  
The Church of the East was structured as a centralized organization headed by the patriarch (or 
catholicos) who resided from the seventh century onwards in Baghdad. Among the patriarch’s responsibilities 
were the appointment of metropolitans and bishops and the convening of synods. During the Mongol period 
metropolitan bishops served in Merv, Samarkand, Kashgar, Almaliq, Ningxia and, of course, Khanbaleq where 
both Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos ‘received the tonsure’. History of Yaballaha III details how during their 
first visit to Baghdad Rabban Markos was swiftly appointed ‘Metropolitan for Kathi and of Öng (Cathay and the 
Öngüt region)’, and Rabban Sauma appointed as his ‘Visitator-General’.  
A number of these metropolitan provinces date from well before the Mongol period.270 Others 
disappeared or were temporarily given up, as recorded in the History of Yaballaha III, when Rabban Sauma and 
Rabban Markos encountered a deserted Kashgar ravaged by war. Indeed, History of Yaballaha III is an 
invaluable source on the Nestorian Church in the Far East during the Mongol period, especially as much 
information on the church’s presence in China, such as the names of the metropolitan bishops of Khanbaleq, has 
been lost.271  
Under the upper triad of patriarch, metropolitans and bishops served assistant-bishops, archdeacons and 
priests. Rabban Markos’ father held, as detailed above, the position of Nestorian archdeacon of Koshang. 
Archdeacons and priests were assisted by deacons and lectors.272  
Celibacy was practiced in the higher ranks of the Church structure and among ascetic members. Both 
Rabban Sauma and Rabban Markos remained, to the expressed sorrow of their parents, celibate when they 
entered monk hood. The Nestorian Church did, however, allow lower clergy, including priests, to marry. Among 
communities far away from Baghdad the practice may have led to polygamy as recorded by early Franciscans. 
Rubruck, for instance, fulminated: “and some of them who live among the Tatars, have several wives just as the 
Tatars have…”273  
Rubruck further disapprovingly noted that most of the Nestorian males were ordained priests:  
 
The bishop takes his time about visiting those parts, [doing so] perhaps hardly once in fifty years. On 
that occasion they have all the male children, even those in the cradle, ordained as priests. As a result all 
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their men are priests. Thereafter they marry… and they commit bigamy as well, in that when their first 
wife dies these priests take another.274  
 
Also Polo remarked ‘that all Nestorians were priests’.275 
The church organization during the Mongol period was characterized by a pragmatic policy that cleared 
the metropolitans and bishops of distant provinces from having to travel to Baghdad to participate in synods or 
the election of a new patriarch. Instead they reported to the patriarch about their local affairs through 
correspondence. The above mentioned letter of the Metropolitan of Merv to the patriarch in Baghdad regarding 
the mass conversion of the Kerait and appropriate ways to fast during Lent, is a good example of such 
communications.  
Distant metropolitan provinces were thus part of the church structure, but could, on a grass roots level, 
operate independently. This organization was not only practical but also allowed for a local church organization 
that was acceptable to the appropriate state rulers and local government. The Christians in the Mongol realm, for 
instance, were in the first place subjects to the Mongol rulers. Güyük made this most clear in his letter to the 
pope demanding the pope ‘to submit and serve him’. Murre-van den Berg, who identifies five important themes 
in History of Yaballaha III, including one dealing with state-church relations, points out that:  
 
With every new ruler, Mar Yaballaha, during whose reign seven different Ilkhans ruled Persia, had to 
obtain official recognition of his position and his right to levy taxes from his people… The Church itself 
accepted this as a normal way of doing things and saw prayer for the royal family as an apostolic 
injunction.276  
 
Murre-van den Berg further points out that according to the author of History of Yaballaha III it was Mar 
Yawallaha’s knowledge of and experience with the Mongol rulers that was most important in his election as 
patriarch. The author of History of Yaballaha III after all explained: 
 
The reason of his [Mar Yawalaha’s, TH] election was this. The Rulers of the whole empire were 
Mongols, and there was none who was acquainted at all with their customs and policies and language 
but he.277  
 
Despite his protests that he was ‘lacking in Church doctrine and was not even acquainted with the Syriac 
language’ (the central language of the Church of the East), Mar Yaballaha III’s familiarity with the Mongol 
world seems to have been decisive for his election.278 Indeed, the church was, wherever it went, regulated by and 
subordinate to powerful government structures.  
In 1289 Khubilai founded the Chongfusi, the Office for Christian Clergy, charged with the supervision 
of Nestorian Christians and services at Christian Churches.279 The founding implied that the organization of the 
Nestorian Church had become responsibility of a state institution. According to official Chinese sources the 
Chongfusi took over the responsibilities of ‘seventy-two Church-control Boards of the Yelikewen’, which had 
been established earlier.280 The office was primarily governed by Nestorian Christians but occasionally also 
Muslims served as its presidents.281 Van Mechelen points out that:  
 
By submitting themselves to the authority of this administrative organ, the Nestorian clergy openly 
recognized the authority of the ruling house. They were rewarded for this recognition with 
administrative titles that respected their own ecclesiastical hierarchy and it offered them the possibility 
to spread their religion under the cloak of establishing new Zhangjiao si.282 
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The Yelikewen Zhangjiao si, or Offices for the Management of Yelikewen, were established to organize and 
control the Yelikewen communities in the Mongol empire. As detailed above, the term ‘yelikewen’ covered 
either Christian clergy, regardless of their creed, or people of Yelikewen descent. The administration of offices 
for the special populations was normally in the hands of a member from the community it organized. I will get 
back to this organization when discussing a particular grave monument of an administrator of the Yelikewen in 
Inner Mongolia in Chapter 7.  
The pragmatic approach and ability of the Church of the East to operate according to local needs enabled 
the Nestorian Church to reach and settle in a foreign environment such as the Mongol steppe or China proper. 
The Nestorian church in China was, however, never able to become independent in Mongol China and thus not 
only remained much dependent on the approval but also the fate of its patrons.283  
 
3.9 Decline and disappearance of Nestorian Christianity in Central Asia and China  
Towards the second half of the fourteenth century the Nestorian communities in Central Asia and China proper 
declined and ultimately ceased to exist.  
In Central Asia the spread of the plague seems to have played a role in the decline of Nestorian 
Christians. At the graveyard of Semericye a number of inscriptions on Christian gravestones, dated around the 
year 1339, detail the cause of death as the plague.284 Nestorian Christianity in this region was further affected by 
Islamic intolerance towards Nestorian Christianity.  
This period is also characterised by the division of the Mongol realm into different territories. In Persia, 
where the patriarch was seated, the Church of the East initially enjoyed a preferential treatment from the early 
ilkhans. After the Ilkhanate had separated itself from the Khanate of China in 1295 the religious interests of the 
ilkhans shifted towards Islam. In the same year Catholicus Yaballaha III was forced to move his seat from 
Baghdad. The second part of History of Yaballaha III details how Patriarch Yaballaha III witnesses the 
persecution of his church and is tortured by Muslims.  
When ultimately the Mongol rule was overthrown by the Ming Dynasty in 1368, the Nestorian 
Christians lost their imperial protection. Importantly, the Church of the East in China proper had failed to 
convert many Han Chinese during the Mongol period. The use of Syriac and Turkic languages in Nestorian 
inscriptions from China illustrates that Nestorian Christianity remained a religion for non-Han Chinese subjects. 
The rare Chinese inscriptions of Nestorian Christians are, as far as I know, only found in combination with 
foreign transcriptions and contain non-Chinese names.  
Nestorian cross depictions from this period, on the other hand, frequently depict Chinese and Buddhist 
symbols, such as lotus flowers, parasols, apsaras, dragons and cloud motifs. This practice raises questions 
regarding the extent of sinicisation of Nestorian Christians in China. The sinicisation of foreigners and their 
families in China, including Nestorian Christian lineages, is well attested by Chen Yuan.285 Van Mechelen 
wonders if it would have been possible for sinicised Nestorians or Chinese converts to maintain their Christianity 
towards the end of the Yuan rule ‘without being absorbed by Buddhism’.286  
Chen Yuan and Van Mechelen seem to differ on the question whether successful sinicisation depended 
on abandoning a foreign religion.287 I would tend to agree with Van Mechelen that the rejection of the Nestorian 
faith was not necessary for a successful sinicisation:  
 
…the process of sinicisation cannot solely be understood as a process of adopting Chinese learning and 
culture at the expense of non-Chinese cultural and religious elements. Rather, it is a process by which 
the non-Chinese, through the accumulation of knowledge of the Chinese tradition, accommodated their 
cultural and religious heritage to the Chinese situation in order to be able to function in Chinese 
society.288  
 
                                                
283 For further remarks on state and church relations of the Nestorians along the Silk Road, see: Klein (2006).  
284 Gillman and Klimkeit (1999) 234.  
285 For a Christian family see for instance: Chen Yuan (1966) 53. 
286 Van Mechelen (2001) 96-97. 
287 For Chen Yuan’s definition of sinicisation see: Chen Yuan (1966) 6-8.  
288 Van Mechelen (2001) 96. 
 47 
It must be noted here that a number of other foreign religions, such as Buddhism, Islam, Judaism and ultimately 
Manicheism, were successfully maintained by sinicised foreigners in China and, especially in the case of 
Buddhism, adopted by great numbers of Chinese converts. One may thus wonder why this was not the case with 
Nestorian Christianity. Indeed, it was not problematic for the Nestorian Christians in China to depict Christian 
crosses with Islamic, Buddhist and Daoist iconography or to express itself in Chinese texts in Buddhist or Daoist 
terminology. To thirteenth-century European envoys this was an appalling erosion of Christianity but to 
Nestorian Christians in Central Asia and China under Mongol rule this approach made great sense and was 
simply the safest option. The very real competition and rivalry between the religions in the Mongol realm may 
have contributed to the formulation of differences between faiths during religious debates but also encouraged 
people to take an inclusive approach in the formulation of their religious activities.  
Van Mechelen speculates that the Ming more or less associated Nestorian Christianity in China with the 
foreign invasion of the Mongols. When it drove away the foreign rule of the Mongols it also removed the 
Nestorians from the country.289 At the beginning of the sixteenth century, when the Metropolitan Province of 
Khanbaleq ceased to exist, the Mongols in the eastern steppes were engaged in a conversion process that would 
lead to the establishment of Buddhism as the dominant faith.  
The gradual closing by the Ming authorities of the overland trade and sea routes to China cut off the 
traditional lines along which Nestorian Christianity had entered China. Though the establishment of the Ming 
Dynasty may not have immediately ended the Nestorian presence in China, it will have started a process of 
decline which resulted in the gradual disappearance of Christianity in China. Indeed, the official Ming dynasty 
records do not make any mention of Nestorian Christianity.290 Thus, when the early Jesuits arrived in China in 
the late sixteenth century “they found the very memory of Christianity there at the point of vanishing.”291  
 
3.10 Conclusions  
The Mongol rule enabled the Church of the East to spread over large parts of the Far East. The tremendous reach 
of the Nestorian Church in the Far East was a result of the Nestorian church organization and policy which 
allowed Nestorian communities to adapt to local needs and adopt local characteristics. The adoption of Nestorian 
Christianity among members of tribes in Central Asia, however, can not be seen as an exclusive conversion 
whereby other or earlier beliefs were abandoned. Instead, the adoption of Nestorian Christianity constituted an 
expansion of traditional religious practices.  
Among the Nestorian peoples of northern China, the Öngüt and their Nestorian rulers deserve special 
mention. The idiosyncratic nature of Nestorian Christianity is confirmed by archaeological sources found in the 
Öngüt realm, which will be further discussed in Chapters 6-8.  
In China proper the Nestorian faith remained a religion practiced and associated with a foreign people of 
non-Han Chinese descent. The Nestorian Church, in other words, failed to convert or attract sufficient Han-
Chinese converts to survive in the long run without its Mongol protectors. Thus, with the downfall of the 
Mongol Empire, also the decline of the Nestorian church in the Far East set in. Before long the Nestorian culture 
in Inner Mongolia was abandoned and reduced to its material remains.  
It is the twentieth-century discovery of the Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia which forms the main 
topic of Part II of this study.  
 
                                                
289 Van Mechelen (2001) 97. 
290 Van Mechelen (2001) 97. 
291 Moule (1930) 1. 
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PLATE 1. NESTORIAN GRAVESTONES OF QUANZHOU 
 
 
1. Gravestone at History Museum of Quanzhou/ 
TH2006 
 
 
2. Gravestone at History Museum of Quanzhou/ 
TH2006 
 
3. Gravestone with cross, centre, at courtyard of 
History Museum of Quanzhou/ TH2006 
 
 
4. Gravestones at Maritime Museum of Quanzhou/ 
TH2006  
 
5. Gravestone with cross at 
Maritime Museum of Quanzhou/ 
TH2001 
 
6. Gravestone with cross at 
Maritime Museum of Quanzhou/ 
TH2001 
 
7. Gravestone at Maritime Museum 
of Quanzhou, most probably a 
replica/ TH2006 
 
 49 
 
PLATE 2. ANCIENT GRAVES 
 
 
1. Seventeenth century Jesuit cemetery, Beijing/ 
TH1998 
 
 
2. Jesuit head stone with IHS-symbol at seventeenth 
century Jesuit cemetery, Beijing/ TH1998 
 
3. Muslim graves at Lingshan, Fujian/ TH1996 
 
 
4. Muslim graves of two imams at Lingshan, Fujian/ 
TH1996 
 
5. Muslim gravestones at Maritime Museum of 
Quanzhou/ TH2006 
 
 
6. Muslim gravestone at Maritime Museum of 
Quanzhou/ TH2006 
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PLATE 3. FANGSHAN 
 
 
1. The two steles at Fangshan: right the stele with 
cross depiction, left without cross depiction/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Head stone of stele with cross depiction/ TH2001 
 
 
3. Rubbing of cross depiction/ 
TH2001 
 
4. Stele with cross depiction/ 
UB2005 
 
5. Stele without cross depiction/ 
IB2005 
 
6. Turtle base of stele with cross depiction/ IB2005 
 
 
7. Overturned and damaged turtle base of stele 
without cross depiction/ IB2005 
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MAP 2. NESTORIAN SITES IN DAMAOQI AND SIZIWANGQI 
 
 
 
 52 
PART II. DISCOVERY AND DOCUMENTATION OF NESTORIAN REMAINS IN INNER 
MONGOLIA  
 
CHAPTER 4. FOREIGN DISCOVERY AND DOCUMENTATION OF NESTORIAN REMAINS IN INNER MONGOLIA 
BEFORE 1949  
Mediaeval European rulers, envoys and scholars successively wished, believed and ultimately knew that at some 
point Christians had settled in the region now called Inner Mongolia. At the turn of the twentieth century 
scholars were not expecting to find the ‘gold palaces and diamond rivers’ of the medieval Prester John legends. 
It was however not too far fetched to anticipate that actual Nestorian remains would one day be found. The 
‘golden age’ of foreign archaeological exploration in China was, however, long over when, at the end of the 
1920s, a number of Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia was discovered.  
Initially, the Nestorian remains at these sites were simply too heavy to be taken away by researchers, 
especially under the circumstances encountered by the early teams. The researchers simply recorded what they 
saw and abandoned or hid their discoveries before they departed. Only the smallest of objects were collected. 
After 1949, when the region was closed to foreigners, field research and in particular excavation became the 
exclusive domain of Chinese archaeologists. They started to remove objects or conduct ‘salvage excavations’ 
before the sites were completely destroyed by looters. The reports, sketches, rubbings and photographs of these 
researchers have become the prime source material for the majority of scholars researching the Nestorian 
presence in Inner Mongolia. The value of this early research is tremendous, as most Nestorian sites in Inner 
Mongolia are now looted and many objects no longer remain in situ. Furthermore, the early fieldwork and 
research presents the first signals that the Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia were rapidly appropriated and 
utilized in new ways.  
It is important to note here that many of the early discoveries were accidentally made by researchers 
who had no formal training in archaeology and who were probably as much interested in the travel as in the 
discoveries that their pioneering research brought. As their records and publications are now prime source 
material it is important to see how they went about their fieldwork and their discoveries, what they considered 
relevant and what not. As one of the field researchers remarked, ‘though knowledgeable, our expedition was 
hardly scientific. I certainly had come for the love of the country, not really expecting to find anything of 
interest, except perhaps stones at Olon Sume-in Tor.’1 
 Part II describes the twentieth-century discovery and documentation of various Nestorian sites in Inner 
Mongolia. It introduces the published foreign and Chinese researchers, the sites and objects they discovered and 
documented, and the circumstances they worked under. Apart from academic publications the present study also 
draws upon source material not included in previous overviews.2 These previously neglected sources include in 
particular popularized travel writing of western researchers, Egami’s final overview of his research and related 
publications after the rediscovery of his collections, and, importantly, sources by Chinese authors. Finally, I will 
introduce my own fieldwork with the purpose of documenting Nestorian remains, conducted in Inner Mongolia 
between 2001 and 2005.  
As the establishment of the Peoples’ Republic of China had some consequences for the research on the 
Nestorian heritage of Inner Mongolia, Chapter 4 covers the period before 1949 and Chapter 5 the period after 
1949. Chapter 4 mainly deals with short term foreign research that excluded extensive excavation, whereas 
Chapter 5 describes research that could draw upon extensive archaeological findings.  
 
4.1 Cesar de Brabander (1857-1919) and Charles Pieters (1884-1926)  
One of the missionary organizations active in Inner Mongolia at the end of the nineteenth century was the 
Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (C.I.C.M.). Due to the location of its headquarters in the 
Anderlecht district of  Scheutveld, Belgium, the C.I.C.M. missionaries would become also known as 
‘Scheutisten’. 
In 1891 the Belgium missionary bulletin of C.I.C.M.,3 published in Dutch and French as Missiën in 
China en Congo and Missions en Chine et aux Congo,4 ran eight sketches of six Christian gravestones with some 
                                                
1 Lum (1981) 177. 
2 For an authoritative albeit dated overview of Nestorian discoveries see: Enoki (1964)  
3 C.I.C.M. is active again in Mongolia since 1992 when it opened the Antoon Mostaert Centre, named after the Belgian 
missionary and eminent Mongolist, in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. See for some remarks on the centre the introduction in 
Bamana (2006) and Heyndrickx (2006). For a general account of the C.I.C.M. missionaries see: Raspoet (2001); for a study 
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introductory notes.5 The sketches portrayed stones decorated with crosses and a lamb laying between two 
candles. Along with the material came a letter from the Scheut missionary Cesar de Brabander who had made 
the sketches. De Brabander had been one of the first missionaries of his congregation to leave for Inner 
Mongolia. Between 1882 and 1902 he worked as a missionary in Hohhot, ‘Hing-hwa-tsung’ and Xiwanzi, the 
C.I.C.M. missionary post north of Kalgan, present Zhangjiakou.6 In his letter De Brabander explained that he 
had discovered the objects at a cemetery in the steppe situated some four hours north east from his post at ‘Hing-
hwa-tsung’.7 De missionary had been alerted a number of times about a Christian grave in the steppe by local 
Chinese, but did not take the reports seriously. Then a reliable source reported about the grave and a “white 
marble cross, some five feet in height, and an inscription in European characters”.8 Thus De Brabander decided 
to investigate the claims and, with help of two local Christians, came, presumably in mid August 1890, upon the 
site with the gravestones with cross depictions. De Brabander describes the site as a ‘hill with stone columns’ 
and ‘a large ancient cemetery’:  
 
Seven graves still feature a gravestone hewn from one single stone, measuring seven, eight feet in 
height, two in width and one in depth.9 On each stone is the sign of our liberation carved: it is depicted in 
different manifestations and below the cross are flowers depicted or a flower pot standing on a small 
table.10 
 
The missionary estimated that the site had contained some thirty graves and, noting that local sources could only 
generally identify the graves as ‘Christian’, wondered how old the graves were and whether the deceased had 
been of Chinese or Mongolian descent or were in fact ‘Europeans - children of the catholic church, or perhaps 
Nestorian heretics, from the time of Montecorvino’.11 De Brabander estimated that the stone columns with cross 
depictions were over a thousand year old.12 The white marble cross however could not be found at the site. 
 Three days after his first visit De Brabander returned to the cemetery with a Mongolian companion ‘who 
had seen the white cross some four or five times’. At the site the two were informed by passing Mongolians that 
a year earlier some ‘ten gravestones with cross depictions and the white marble cross’ had been taken away by 
‘the monks from the Buddhist monastery of Poro oson soeme (Grey Water Monastery)’ for use of the 
construction of one of their temples.13 De Brabander remarked in his letter that he had informed the monks to 
return the cross and was considering to claim the cemetery as a Christian site:  
 
Because it is a Christian cemetery, we can claim ownership of the land it is on. To move the human 
remains and bury them on our land is not feasible, for it is most likely that the cemetery was of 
Nestorian heretics. We thus need to excavate: it will be the only way to clarify things [presumably the 
origins of the cemetery, TH] with certainty.14  
                                                                                                                                                                 
of the Scheutisten in Ordos, Inner Mongolia see: Taveirne (2004); for an impression of the Scheut missionary field in Jehol, 
in present east Inner-Mongolia, from 1910 onwards see: Van Alphen (1990).  
4 I have used the Dutch version Missiën in China en Congo and have not been able to locate the French issue of 1891. For 
the reader’s convenience I will translate Dutch quotations into English and provide the Dutch quotation in a footnote.  
5 De Brabander (1891a). 
6 Based on correspondence with Ms. Sara Lievens, librarian of the Scheut Memorial Library. The data was collected by 
Belgium researcher Dirk van Overmeire who currently compiles an overview of all ‘Scheutisten’ that left for China. For 
some introductory remarks on the Scheutist mission in Inner Mongolia see: Heyndrickx (2006) 98 ff.  
7 De Brabander (1891a) 412. The bulletin does not list Chinese characters. 
8 De Brabander (1891a): “nu nog staat er een groot wit marmeren kruis op, dat vijf voet in hoogte meet, en daar is een 
opschrift in europese karakters”. 
9 The ‘Chinese foot’ used by De Brabander measured 32 centimeters. 
10 De Brabander (1891a) 412: “Zeven grafsteden hebben nog zerken uit één blok steen, die zeven, acht voet hoog, twee 
breed en een in de dikte meten. Op elke zerk prijkt het teeken onzer verlossing: het is in verschillende gedaante 
uitgehouwen, en onder het kruis zijn bloemen uitgestoken of een bloempot, die op een tafelken staat. ” 
11 De Brabander (1891a) 412. 
12 De Brabander (1891a) 411.  
13 De Brabander (1891a) 412. ‘Poro’ or ‘Boro’ also means ‘brown’ in Mongolian.  
14 De Brabander (1891a) 412: “Daar het eene christen begraafplaats is, kunnen wij aanspraak maken op den eigendom van 
den grond. De beenderen vervoeren, en op ons land begraven, is schier niet doenbaar, want ’t is hoogst waarschijnlijk dat 
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Indeed, De Brabander had already conducted some sort of excavation at an ancient city near his post hoping he 
would ‘find a treasure to fund his missionary work in Inner Mongolia’.15 The missionary concluded his letter 
remarking that he would inform the reader on the results of further research.  
De Brabander dated his letter concerning his discoveries 1 September 1890. The same month a drought 
started that would last for at least two years.16 De Brabander continued to contribute letters to his congregation 
but these relate of the severe famines that resulted from the draught and appeal for assistance.17  
In 1893 De Brabander was appointed pastor at ‘Si-wan-dze’ and replaced at ‘Hing-hwa-tsung’ by the 
missionary Hendrik van Kerckvoorde.18 In one of his letters to De Missiën in China and Congo Van 
Kerckvoorde referred to De Brabander’s discoveries and, like his predecessor, argued that only an excavation of 
the site would clarify whether the cemetery was used for “ketters of katholieken” – Dutch for ‘heretics or 
Catholics’, i.e. Nestorian Christians or Roman Catholics. Van Kerckvoorde explained that he had obtained 
permission for such an excavation from the ‘Mongolian Mandarin who owned the land’ but that this permission 
had been retracted before Van Kerckvoorde started his excavation. The missionary concluded his letter stating 
that he would continue his efforts regarding such an excavation.19 To my knowledge Van Kerckvoorde never 
followed up on these intentions. 
Instead, in 1924, some thirty odd years after the De Brabander’s discovery, six images of five stone 
objects with cross depictions and an explanatory letter appeared in Le Bulletin Catholique de Pékin, a monthly 
bulletin of Lazarist missionaries published in China. The letter and images – consisting of five photographs and 
one rubbing – were sent to Le Bulletin by Karel Pieters, a Belgium missionary with C.I.C.M. who had arrived in 
China in 1911.20 It is important to note that neither De Brabander nor Van Kerckvoorde had identified the site 
with the stone monuments with a name. Pieters, however, was able to provide the name of the cemetery in 
Chinese as Shizhuziliang. In 1924 Pieters lived in Shizhuziliang where he worked as parish priest using the 
Chinese name Bian Chongzheng.21According to Pieters, who visited the site in spring 1923, the cemetery was 
located some fifteen kilometers from his residence22 at ‘Kalgan-Tchang pé-hsien Cheu-dzou-ze-leang’.23 At the 
site he photographed a number of stones sketched by De Brabander and discovered at least one further stone. A 
rubbing made by Pieters revealed that an important image on one of the stones, interpreted and sketched by De 
Brabander as a lamb, was in fact a Chinese incense burner with on top a cross depiction.24 In fact the origins of 
this particular cross may have been Roman Catholic after all (see Section 7.6). Noting that a number of graves 
had been opened, Pieters searched for further remains in four of the graves. In three tombs he found mirrors. One 
mirror depicted, according to Pieters, ‘une image catholique’ with ‘une Vierge portent l’enfant Jésus’.25 Pieters 
dated another mirror to the Liao Dynasty and, in a post script, some further objects to the Song Dynasty. At the 
yard of a Chinese Christian named Joan Fou, Pieters documented one further stone pillar with a cross depiction.  
A few months later Le Bulletin published a second letter and two further photographs of a 2,5 meter high 
stone pillar with two cross depictions discovered by Pieters during a second visit in May 1924 to the cemetery.26 
The cross on the front site was depicted on a lotus flower standing on a Chinese altar table, not unlike the earlier 
images from Shizhuziliang. The engraving on the verso depicted a cross in a circle. In his second publication 
                                                                                                                                                                 
wij hier voor een begraafplaats van nestoriaanse ketters staan. Nogtans delven en graven moeten wij: ’t is het eenigste 
middel om iets met zekerheid te achterhalen... ” 
15 De Brabander (1891a) 409. 
16 Van Kerckvoorde (1893a) 75 and Van Kerckvoorde (1893b) 135.  
17 De Brabander (1891b) 542 and De Brabander (1892) 147. 
18 Van Kerckvoorde (1893b) 135.  
19 Van Kerckvoorde (1893c) 199. 
20 Pieters (1924a). Pieters’ first letter is dated 30 December 1923. Karel Pieters published his contributions in French under 
the name Charles Pieters. 
21 Based on correspondence with Ms. Sara Lievens, librarian of the Scheut Memorial Library. The data was collected by the 
above mentioned Belgium researcher Dirk van Overmeire.  
22 Apparently on the road from Kalgan to Dolonnor, see: Bernard (1935) 17.  
23 Pieters’ first letter details ‘Chen-dzou-ze-leang’ [my emphasis, TH], presumably a spelling mistake by the printers.  
24 Compare De Brabander (1891a) Fig. 7 with Pieters (1924a) rubbing opposite page 54.  
25 Pieters (1924a) 55. 
26 Pieters (1924b). Pieters’ second letter is dated 22 May 1924. 
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Pieters referred to a stone described in the letter as ‘la pierre plate avec croix latine’.27 Presumably Pieters 
referred here to the cross on the rubbing which can be interpreted as a Roman Catholic cross.  
The return to the cemetery was prompted, according to Pieters, by ‘a visit from the consul general of 
Great Britain Johnston and an American diplomat’. One wonders if the ‘consul general Johnson’ mentioned by 
Pieters is in fact the diplomat Reginald Johnston who, in 1919, had discovered Nestorian crosses on two stones 
in Fangshan near Beijing (as mentioned in Section 3.7).28 Johnston’s discovery resulted in a lengthy discussion 
in Le Bulletin on the two stones. Perhaps these discussions encouraged Pieters to contribute his first letter and 
images to Le Bulletin which in turn might have resulted in a visit by Johnston, Pieters ‘Johnson’. In any case, 
Shizhuziliang did not generate the many publications that followed the discovery of the objects at Fangshan.29 
The objects from Inner Mongolia were included in an overview published by Le Bulletin in 192630, noted by a 
handful of scholars31 and, after a last mention in 1937 by Saeki,32 it seems, not referred to again.33 In his 
overview of Nestorian relics in China, Saeki published in addition to an image already used in Le Bulletin two 
further photographs from Shizhuziliang. The Japanese author had received the photographs and information 
regarding the origins of the stones from Antoine Mostaert, a prominent ‘Scheutist’ missionary and Mongolist. 
According to Saeki the objects had been ‘first discovered’ in August 1890, presumably by De Brabander. The 
Japanese scholar further detailed that the cemetery of Shizhuziliang was located some 75 km. north of Kalgan, 
today’s Zhangjiakou, whereas the mission post at Xiwanzi was situated at some 25 km. from Kalgan.34 It is thus 
most probable that the remains were situated on the Hebei side of the province’s border with Inner Mongolia. I 
have nevertheless included the objects in this study because of their close proximity to Inner Mongolia – an 
administrative division not relevant to the Mongol period anyway - and their positioning within the Öngüt realm.  
Given Mostaert’s interests35 – the Belgian missionary and scholar published widely on Mongolian 
studies, including an article on the Erküt, a people Mostaert believed to be the Christian descendents of the 
Öngüt36 - one would expect that he visited the cemetery himself for further field research.37 Indeed, one of the 
main field researchers from the 1930s, Desmond Martin, mentioned that he gave his photographs of the 
Wangmuliang stele for further study to Mostaert – presumably because of his scholarly interest in the topic.38  
At some point a number of the objects that remained at the cemetery were taken to ‘the bishops 
residence’ at Xiwanzi.39 Other stones had, as mentioned, already by 1890 been taken to a local Buddhist 
monastery and it is unclear to the present author if the Scheut mission at Xiwanzi also collected these objects, as 
intended by De Brabander.40  
As the objects from Shizhuziliang are rather unknown and both Missiën in China en Congo and Le 
Bulletin are now extremely rare, I have included reproductions of the images in this publication (see Appendix 
2.1-2.2).41  
 
                                                
27 Pieters (1924b) 249. 
28 For the remains discovered at Fangshan see my discussion below in Section 3.7 on Nestorian remains in China proper.  
29 See: Schurhammer (1934) 253.  
30 BCP (1926) 388.  
31 References to these objects were made by: Devéra (1896); Moule (1931b) 83; Schurhammer (1934) 253; Bernard (1935) 
17 and Dauvillier (1948) 304. Three images from Le Bulletin appeared, without further references in the text, on the last 
page of Duvigneau (1934) and one image in Saeki (1937) Plate XV opp. 426.  
32 Saeki (1937) 426-427.  
33 The objects are, for instance, not included in Standaert (2001).  
34 Saeki (1937) 426-427.  
35 See: Sagaster (1999a). In 1933 Mostaert prepared a short article on a number of objects, including one medallion that 
might have been Nestorian according to Mostaert, for his Ordosica to be published in Bulletin No. 9 of the Catholic 
University of Peking, see: Mostaert (1933). The article was dropped from the bulletin when the objects were stolen, see: 
Sagaster (1999b) 294.  
36 Mostaert (1934) 1-17. See for a selection of reprints of Mostaert’s publications, including Mostaert (1934): Sagaster 
(1999b). 
37 I have not come across a publication of Mostaert on Shizhuziliang.  
38 Martin (1938) 238. 
39 See photo captions in Pieters (1924a) (1924b) and Saeki (1937) 426-427.  
40 I am not aware of the current whereabouts of the objects. 
41 The Scheut Memorial Library at Kessel-Lo, Belgium, and the Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen, The Netherlands, both 
have an incomplete Dutch edition of Missien in China en Congo. The most complete collection of Le Bulletin seems to be at 
the Scheut Memorial Library in Kessel-Lo, Louvain, Belgium.  
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4.2 Henning Haslund-Christensen (1896-1948)  
Between 1923 and the late 1930s the Dane Henning Haslund-Christensen extensively explored the steppes of 
Inner Mongolia. Haslund’s travelogues on his journeys in northern China became hugely popular and were 
translated into several languages.42 In 1946 Haslund published a final account of his travels in Inner Mongolia, 
Mongolian Journey, which is of much interest to the present topic.43 In his travelogue Haslund relates of a visit 
in April 1927 to an unspecified and mysterious ‘dead town’ near Bailingmiao in Inner Mongolia:  
 
Outside the ruined town walls there were plain traces of irrigation canals, and everywhere were to be 
seen millstones, stone mortars and ornamented blocks of granite, which had once been the foundations 
of houses… I perceived in one of the inside corners of the town wall a number of large blocks from 
granite, all cut in the form of sarcophagi. On the fronts of these sarcophagus-like blocks of granite 
crosses were cut, and on the upper sides were spiral-shaped Estrangelo inscriptions which were strange 
to me.44 
 
Haslund further remarks that some years later “a German scholar discovered north of the Blue City [Hohhot, 
TH] a single sarcophagus-like granite block, ornamented and written on in the same manner as the gravestones 
which I had seen in the dead city.”45 The ‘German scholar’, Haslund continues, established that the writing was 
Syriac and not Mongolian as Haslund had supposed during his visit. The scholar referred to must have been 
Erich Haenish who, in 1936, discovered a Nestorian gravestone at Bitchik Jellag. Mongolian Journey further 
refers to the field work of Desmond Martin and Georg Söderbom, who, Haslund explains, were both members of 
Haslund’s ‘last expedition’ to the region:  
 
Their [Martin and Söderbom’s, TH] investigations established that the dead city which I had seen in 
1927 was only one of several similar cities whose inhabitants had been Nestorian Christians, using the 
old Syriac script.46  
 
Haslund does not refer to the name of this site, but given his description, the route between Baotou and 
Bailingmiao taken by Haslund and the proximity of the site to Bailingmiao, it is most likely that Haslund visited 
Olon Sume, an important Nestorian site in Inner Mongolia. 47 In fact, this would mean that Haslund discovered 
the site without reporting on it.48  
                                                
42 Early travel accounts by Haslund that continued to be in print in 2006 include: Haslund (1934) and Haslund (1935). 
Haslund also wrote a youth edition based on these publications titled ‘More Travels in Mongolia’.  
43 I have used the English translation: Haslund (1949).  
44 Haslund (1949) 189-190 
45 Haslund (1949) 190. 
46 Haslund (1949) 190. 
47 Dr. Christel Braae, a Danish scholar funded through a foundation of National Museum of Denmark to author a study on, 
among other issues, Haslund’s expeditions to Mongolia replies to my inquiry on a number  of questions on Haslund’s  
‘Nestorian encounter’:  
“Henning Haslund-Christensen led two consecutive expeditions to Inner Mongolia in 1936-37 and 1938-39. 
Members of the second expedition were besides Haslund, Kaare Grønbech and the archaeology student Werner Jacobsen… 
During the expedition Grønbech and Jacobsen located one Nestorian ruin settlement, named Mukhor soborghan, near 
Shara Muren and photos were taken. There is no mention of Olon Sume… the mentioned field trip to the Nestorian 
settlements took place in November-December 1938... Due to practical problems, they never did more than a half a day's 
survey of parts of the settlement, before they had to return to headquarter… After his return Grønbech published an article 
in Danish "Sprog og Skrift i Mongoliet" [Language and Writing in Mongolia] - in 1940 in the journal of the Danish 
Geographical Society: Geografisk Tidsskrift pp. 57-99. It has a very short resumé in English. In this article on p. 58-59 he 
shortly mentions the Nestorian settlement and finds. The Canadian historian Desmond Martin, who was for a time also 
engaged by the Danish expedition to work with Grønbech, is also mentioned in the said article… Jacobsen published one 
article (in Danish) with a comment on the Nestorian field mentioned. Also 1 photo only is used as illustration here (a 
tombstone). It has a short resumé in German. In his memoires published in 1964 there are 4 photos from that afternoon's 
survey when he and Grønbech located the walls and tombstones near Shara Muren in December 1938.”  
(personal correspondence by email, 10 April 2007).  
I am most grateful for Ms. Braae’s clarfifications.  It must be noted that that Haslund, in his Mongolian Journey, 
does not refer to Grönbech  and Söderbom’s visit to Mukhor Soborghan  of 1938. Instead he refers to the fieldwork of 
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Haslund was at the time a member of Hedin’s Sino-Swedish Expedition.49 It is thus surprising that it 
took the Dane almost two decades to write about the discovery. One of the objects of the expedition was, after all 
to record the archaeological remains such as gravesites and ancient ruins in the region.50 Haslund related 
extensively of this expedition in his Men and Gods in Mongolia of 1935 but, again, did not include his 1927 visit 
to the Nestorian remains in the book.51 In his Mongolian Journey Haslund refers to the ‘numerous minor 
expeditions which were undertaken from camp 8 at Hojertai Gol before June 1927’ and it was presumably 
during one of these journeys that the Dane visited the ruins.52  
 In 1937, when Haslund was organizing his own expeditions, the Dane again visited a Nestorian site 
where he made photographs of two Nestorian gravestones. The photographs were presented to the Danish 
scholar Kaare Grönbech who published a translation of the inscriptions of the stones in the 1939/1940 issue of 
Monumenta Serica. According to Grönbech, Haslund had photographed the stones in 1937. Grönbech does not 
clarify where the photographs had been taken but seems to suggest that this was Olon Sume.53  
The description Haslund gives of the stones in 1946 is problematic as it is probably based on his second 
visit to a Nestorian site and/or the reports of later researchers. The majority of the stones at Olon Sume, if that is 
indeed the site Haslund visited, were in 1927 still positioned vertically and partly covered by earth. Haslund, 
however, describes them in a horizontal position – namely with the crosses ‘on the front’ and the inscriptions on 
the ‘upper side’. Unless Haslund encountered uncovered stones during his 1927 visit it seems he described the 
stones as they were documented by later researchers. In any case, Haslund acknowledges that at the time of his 
1927 visit he was unaware of the Nestorian origins of the site.54  
Although there is no reason to presume that Haslund has not seen Nestorian remains in 1927, the date of 
his publication, the absence of clear references to the locality and the rather vague description of the material are 
problematic for a precise inclusion in the chronology of Nestorian discoveries in Inner Mongolia.  
 
4.3 Huang Wenbi (1893-1966)  
In 1929 Huang Wenbi, a Chinese member of Sven Hedin’s Sino-Swedish Expedition that also Haslund was part 
of, came upon the ruins of a walled city. The ruins Huang discovered lay on the northern bank of the Aibagh-in 
Gol river some 40 km. north-east of Bailingmiao in present Daomaoqi banner. The remains, locally known by 
herders as Olon Sume-in Tor (or Olon Sume), were the first major Nestorian city remains found in Inner 
Mongolia.  
 Huang visited the site alone, the other members of the expedition had stayed in Baotou in order to 
prepare for the expedition’s field research in Xinjiang.55 The discovery was thus, technically spoken, sponsored 
by one of Sven Hedin’s expeditions. Surprisingly none of the official expedition reports mentions the site. 
 In 1930, after his return from Inner Mongolia Huang contributed a short report on the ruined city in 
Yanjing Xuebao:56  
                                                                                                                                                                 
Martin and Söderbom ‘who were both members of my last expedition’.  It still remains uncertain which ‘dead city’ Haslund 
visited in 1927 - though his route suggests this might have been Olon Sume.   
48 For a description of the route taken by Haslund see: Haslund (1935) 18 ff.  
49 Haslund joined the Sino-Swedish expedition on 13 January 1927, see: Haslund (1935) 8 ff. For Haslund’s involvement in 
the Sino-Swedish Expedition also see: Bergman (1945) 27.  
50 For the archaeological report of the Sino-Swedisch Expedition see: Bergman (1945). For a summary of the gravesites 
documented by the Sino-Swedisch Expedition also see: Maringer (1955).  
51 I have used the English translation: Haslund (1935). Halsund (1934) details of Haslund’s travels in Mongolia and China 
before 1927.  
52 Haslund (1935) 19 ff.  
53 Grönbech (1940) 305-306. Dr. Braae, see also earlier note, remarked in this context: “Haslund took some photos of the 
Nestorian stones in the early spring of 1937. … he met up with Georg Söderbom in Kwei Hua in March (Haslund knew 
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I discovered a Chinese-language epitaph and a Mongolian one in the walled city. The Chinese epitaph 
was the stele Wangfu-defengtang-bei, stating that Mazhahan’s (Majaqan) son Badutiemuer (Batu Timur) 
in the first year of Zhida [1308] established himself as wangfu (counselor to the kings office) and 
administered the Dening, Shajing, Jingzhou, and Jining areas, and constructed the capital at this site. The 
person responsible for the text and calligraphy are all identified by themselves as being from the 
Jingzhou area.57  
  
Huang also privately reported his discovery of the Wangfu tablet to the eminent Chinese scholar Chen Yuan. 
Almost a decade later, Chen published his translation of this tablet based on the images made in 1936 by the 
Canadian researcher Desmond Martin (see Section 4.5) and provided to Chen Yuan by a certain dr. Rahmann.58  
 Surprisingly, Huang’s article does not mention the numerous stones marked with crosses which must 
have lain in the city. Huang was, in other words, probably not aware of the Nestorian roots of the city, nor does 
he refer to the Öngüt in his report. As Huang was probably not aware of the Nestorian origins of Olon Sume, he 
placed the stele in Mongolian rather than Nestorian or Christian history. It fitted the growing Chinese belief that 
Mongolian history was now also Chinese history.59  
Around 1940 Huang reportedly published a more extensive document on his findings at Olon Sume.60 
Huang encountered further Nestorian remains when he visited Almaliq during his archaeological survey of 
Xinjiang in 1957-1958. At the turn of the twentieth century, Russian visitors had already collected a number of 
large pebbles with Nestorian crosses and inscriptions in the Syriac and Turkish languages at the site. Huang, by 
1957 a respected professor at the Institute of Archaeology at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, collected 
three further stones with Nestorian crosses and inscriptions from the site which are reportedly kept at the 
National Museum of China.61  
 Huang’s first report in Yanjing Xuebao, albeit being a short and somewhat incomplete synopsis of what 
he had encountered at the site, deserves mention as the first publication on Olon Sume.  
 
4.4 Owen Lattimore (1900-1989)  
In 1932 Owen Lattimore researched the remains of Olon Sume. The short visit resulted in the extensive article A 
ruined Nestorian city in Inner Mongolia published in 1934 in the Geographical Journal. In 1941, he included 
the 1932 research and that of a second visit in his travelogue Mongol Journeys. 
Lattimore, an American trader turned scholar who later became an advisor to Chiang Kai-shek, was 
directed to the site through the stories and legends told among herders in the region:  
 
It was while travelling, with one Mongol companion, with no particular destination in mind, being 
engaged primarily in studying of the Mongol technique of caravan travel, that I began hearing stories of 
the wife of a Mongol noble, who had been “possessed” by the spirit who was “lord” of the ruined city.62  
 
The companion Lattimore refers to was a Mongol named Arash who had fled the newly installed communist 
government in independent Mongolia, formerly the Chinese province Outer Mongolia. Arash had worked as a 
guide for the Hedin-expedition that also Huang and Haslund had been part of and had been recommended to 
Lattimore by yet another member of a Hedin-expedition; the Swede Georg Söderbom.63 In 1936 both Arash and 
                                                                                                                                                                 
56 Huang (1930) 1610 ff. 
57 Translation from Egami (2000) 14-15.  
58 Chen Yuan (1938) 250-256. 
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60 Remark made by dr. Niu Ruji to the author during the ‘2nd International Conference “research on the Church of the East 
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ever returned to the Nestorian site he discovered in 1929. 
61 Li and Niu (2006) 6 and note 16 on the same page.  
62 Lattimore (1934) 221. 
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Söderbom would again search for Nestorian remains when they joined a team headed by Desmond Martin. 
Söderbom and Martin would in turn join, as mentioned, an expedition of Haslund. Indeed, many of the foreign 
western field researchers documenting the Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia were acquainted.  
 Initially Lattimore had planned to visit a place which he calls the ‘eastern site’. Arash had recommended 
the site to Lattimore because of “a number of stones with a writing on them which was like Mongol but not 
Mongol”.64 Before they could reach the stones, however, Lattimore was warned against robbers and bandits in 
the area and decided to avoid the region with the ‘eastern site’ and pursue the stories on the haunted and ruined 
city instead. Indeed, the stories and legends related about the site did not only guide Lattimore to Olon Sume, but 
also directed Lattimore’s observations when he reached the city. During his short stay Lattimore examined, for 
instance, the walls and other remains for ‘magic bricks’ that featured prominently in the legends. 
 Lattimore noted that Olon Sume was “…in size more like a fortified post than a city.”65 He observed that 
the walls were almost obliterated on the southern and eastern end of the city, where two rivers merged, and 
speculated, correctly, this was caused by flooding. Within the city walls Lattimore observed a number of brick 
mounds, some with a rectangular outline and some with a circular base. The mounds showed trenches were 
bricks had been ‘mined’. Clearly, visitors had started to take bricks away, a practice also included in the many 
legends Lattimore recorded. The American even noticed the direction of the car-tracks in which way the bricks 
were transported away from the city. Lattimore also found traces from grave looters, such as tunnels and holes 
dug into the remains on the site. But the most remarkable objects that caught Lattimore’s attention and made him 
conclude that the site had a Nestorian history were ‘six or seven stone slabs, marked with crosses and carved 
decorative work.’ Lattimore photographed all of them and remarked:  
 
No slab was marked with more than one cross, and the cross was always at one end of the slab, the rest 
of which was usually marked with decorative designs. Several of the stones were bevelled on one long 
edge…. The flat or squared edges of such stones, opposite the bevelled edge, were socketed; and the 
cross at the end, instead of being centered with the axial line of the slab, was noticeably out of centre… 
The stones averaged between 4 and 5 feet in length.66  
 
Lattimore speculated that the stones had been part of the façade of a church. In fact, the objects were 
gravestones. In other words, Lattimore thought he had discovered the remains of a church rather than objects 
from Nestorian graves. Lattimore further noted two pieces of white marble with carved Chinese dragons and, in 
a ‘Chinese suburb’ outside the eastern wall, a number of stone sculptures. Among the sculptures were two 
headless figures. The American speculated that they had been sold to Chinese antique dealers. Based on different 
finds, Lattimore concluded that Olon Sume had been inhabited during at least two periods; first by Nestorian 
Öngüt and later, in the sixteenth century, by a Buddhist community.  
 Lattimore spent less than a day in Olon Sume and did not go over the whole of the ruins. He also 
decided against returning to further investigate the ruined city at a later stage arguing that he was “not an 
archaeologist, and there was no point in inviting the suspicion of being a treasure seeker”.67 After his departure 
from the ruined city Lattimore documented two earthen walls that were built in the region, between which Olon 
Sume stands. Locally known as Kharem-in Jam, or Road of the Wall, the walls were smoothed and flattened by 
erosion and used as roads for lorry drivers and other travellers crossing the steppe.  
 Upon his return Lattimore put his collection of photographs and notes on the legends and stories at the 
disposal of professor Paul Pelliot, who he considered to be ‘the far most eminent authority on the whole subject, 
and who could best discuss the materials historical significance’.68  
 Contrary to his intentions expressed in the Geographical Journal, Lattimore would return to Olon Sume. 
Mongol Journeys relates of a second visit to Olon Sume but does not mention the year this visit took place in. In 
his autobiographical China Memoirs Lattimore mentions the 1932 visit to Inner Mongolia, albeit not the 
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Nestorian dimension of it. He explains how, in 1932, he left his camels with “a Mongol companion”, presumably 
Arash: “so I was able to travel with him again in later years whenever I could get away from Peking.”69 
Lattimore’s biographer Robert Newman recorded the period that Lattimore had his headquarters in Peking as 
1930 to the summer of 1933.70 It is thus possible that his second visit took place in 1933, the year also referred to 
by Martin as the year in which Lattimore discovered Olon Sume.71 Walther Heissig, the German Mongolist, 
seems to refer to a visit of Lattimore in 1935. In 1966 Heissig published an image made, according to the 
German, in 1935 by Lattimore of a black stone with a Mongolian inscription.72 Lattimore referred to a black 
stone in his Mongol Journeys and stated it had been taken to Bailingmiao. If Lattimore indeed photographed the 
stone in Bailingmiao in 1935 – Heissig’s dating of fieldwork on Olon Sume is uncertain - it is likely that he 
visited Olon Sume on the same journey. The inscription on this stone related, according to Lattimore, of a late 
sixteenth century invitation from Altan Khan to the Dalai Lama in Lhasa. The stone is presumably the same 
stone referred to by Huang in Yanjing Xuebao as the ‘Mongolian stele’. During the second visit Lattimore further 
encountered a large white tablet with an inscription in Chinese. The stone was quite badly damaged but 
Lattimore, who was fluent in Chinese and Mongol, remarked it contained “a genealogy and references to 
marriages of a princely family, and a number of the names, though written in Chinese, were evidently Turkish or 
Mongol.”73 Lattimore also encountered a Buddhist fresco among the ruins.  
 Neither the article in the Geographical Journal nor Mongol Journeys refer to Huang Wenbi. Did 
Lattimore believe he was the one who discovered Olon Sume? Lattimore observed that:  
  
The country has been traversed repeatedly by recent travellers, and it is therefore by pure accident that 
the city has not previously been noted. In my own case, I actually heard of the ruins before visiting them, 
and went there because of the stories I had heard.74  
  
It is highly probable that Lattimore had heard about Olon Sume solely through the legends he was told in Inner 
Mongolia and was unawares of Huang’s visit to the site. In any case, Huang did not make the Nestorian 
dimensions of the site known. Haslund was, at the time, probably not aware of the origins of the site and would 
publish his reference to his visit only a decade later.  
 Lattimore’s contributions to the study of Olon Sume are extensive. His publication of 1932 brought the 
remains to the attention of a wider audience and in particular triggered further surveys of the region among 
western researchers. Despite the short time Lattimore spent at the site his descriptions of the remains of Olon 
Sume are astute. Lattimore gave much attention to the legends and stories related about the site which, perhaps, 
constitute the largest part of his contribution to the study of Olon Sume. Finally, Lattimore attempted to trace the 
origins of the site and place the site in ‘time and space’. He concluded that Olon Sume was founded by the 
Öngüt and had a Nestorian origin. Huang had made neither connection.  
 
4.5 Henry Desmond Martin (1908-1973) 
In 1936 Henry Desmond Martin, a Canadian national, travelled to Inner Mongolia to search for Nestorian 
remains. Martin’s research resulted in Preliminary Report on Nestorian Remains North of Kuei-Hua, Suiyüan 
published in Monumenta Serica.75 Martin regretted that he was not able to gather more information because of 
the limitations imposed by ‘present local conditions in Suiyüan’. These present local conditions being 
presumably the Japanese army presence in Bailingmiao, an important monastery town situated some 40 km. 
from Olon Sume. Martin further clarifies: “of late the authorities have not encouraged foreigners to do 
archaeological work.”76 Despite these limitations and calling his report a ‘résumé’ and ‘brief’, Preliminary 
Report covers the widest survey of Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia conducted before 1949. The report includes 
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Derriseng Khutuk, Bitchik Jellag, Shabe Khuren, Ulan Baishing, Wangmuliang (Martin calls it Wang Mu), Boro 
Baishing, Mukhor Soborghan and finally Olon Sume.77 Martin never expanded on his ‘preliminary’ investigation 
of the remains. 
 Martin was not the first westerner after Lattimore to encounter previously undocumented Nestorian 
remains in Inner Mongolia. His article refers to the findings of Haenish, the well known German Mongolist and 
Sinologist, who in 1936 had documented a ‘single monolith, locally called Bitchik Jellag’.78 The Canadian must 
have either heard of the discovery from Haenish himself or through other contacts. Martin noted in his report of 
1938 that Haenish did not seem to have published a report on his discovery. Haenish’ find was highly significant 
and showed that Nestorian remains were by no means limited to Olon Sume. In fact, Martin decided to survey 
the area between the sites where Haenish and Lattimore had made their discoveries. Haenish’ discovery, in other 
words, did help Martin to define the area that Martin’s team would survey. Martin also refers in his report to the 
findings of Egami who visited Olon Sume in 1935. It is, however, not clear if Martin had been aware of Egami’s 
visit and findings when he conducted his survey in 1936.  
 Martin’s team consisted of the Swede Georg Söderbom, “without whom there would have been few, if 
any discoveries to write about”, the American Bettina Lum, who joined ‘the quest’ to photograph and sketch the 
objects and Arash, the Mongol who had already worked with Lattimore. Martin does not mention Arash. Arash, 
however, must have been instrumental in reaching Lattimore’s ‘eastern site’ and Olon Sume. It is from the travel 
account of Lum that we know of Arash’s involvement. Finally, the team was completed by the ‘mysterious’ 
Canadian Frenchman Defaut who had come to hunt antelope in Inner Mongolia but decided to join Martin’s 
team instead. Martin does not mention Defaut and it is again only through the travel account of Lum that we 
know of his presence.79 Detailing his motivations Martin wrote:  
 
Travelling through Inner Mongolia in 1936 I became interested in the area where Mr. Lattimore had 
discovered Olon Sume-in Tor and thought that perhaps other Nestorian remains might be found. Many 
times Mr. George Söderbom of Kuei-hua had told me that there was reason to believe the country 
contained more than one such ruin; so in the autumn (Oct. to Nov.) we drove up to make a survey of the 
region.80 
  
Martin seems, however, to have visited Olon Sume at least once before. In 1935 he had made a journey through 
Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang in the company of John DeFrancis. In 1993 De Francis, who later became a well 
known professor in Chinese at the University of Hawaii, published his travelogue In the footsteps of Genghis 
Khan.81 The travel account refers to a visit made by Martin to Olon Sume in 1935:  
  
His [Martin’s, TH] trip to the ruined city, together with what he had read about it, had whetted his 
appetite to return here later in the hope of discovering other ruins. “I’m convinced [Martin remarked, 
TH] there are more in the area. They’re just waiting for someone to find them.”82 
  
DeFrancis - who stayed behind when Martin visited the site – also reveals why Martin was interested in Inner 
Mongolia. Martin was intending to write an account on Chinggis Khan and actively traced the Khan’s footsteps 
through Inner Mongolia. Surprisingly, when in 1950 Martin did publish his historical biography of Chinggis 
Khan he hardly referred to the Nestorian finds he made in 1936.83 
 Martin started his survey of the Nestorian sites of Inner Mongolia at Bitchik Jellag, a small historic 
settlement situated one kilometer from Derriseng Khutuk consisting mainly of eroded walls. Here the team 
recorded the stone presumably examined earlier in the year by Haenish. Like Lattimore, Martin noticed that 
many of the stones had been moved: “It is a common thing for stones usable as building material to be carried 
                                                
77 Apart for Wangmuliang, I follow Martin’s spelling of the names of these sites.  
78 Martin (1938) 234. Presumably Martin meant the site of Bitchik Jellag rather than the object.  
79 Lum (1981) 169. 
80 Martin (1938) 233. 
81 DeFrancis (1993). 
82 DeFrancis (1993) 57. 
83 In his Rise of Chingis Khan and his conquest of North China Martin refers only briefly to Boro Baishing, see: Martin 
(1950) 129, note 32. Martin based the book in part on two earlier articles he contributed to the Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society. One of these articles refers to Boro Baishing, see: Martin (1943) 192-193, note 2. 
 62 
away from one place to another…”84 Worse, Martin expected that at least one site had been looted. In other 
words, as early as 1936 most objects were no longer in situ.  
 Inquiring about the existence and whereabouts of similar stones, Martin and his team were led to the 
next site, Shabe Khuren. Here the team found ‘three or four other stones’ shaped as the one they had encountered 
at Bitchik Jellag. The stones were according to Martin too badly eroded and weathered to record. A local 
commander of the Mongol Road Garrison, who guided Martin to the site, tipped the team that in 1900 a tablet 
with a Chinese inscription had been buried at Shabe Khuren. Martin was not able to retrieve or verify the 
existence of this object.  
 Instead, Martin’s team followed the Shara Muren river85 in a north-western direction to visit an 
acquaintance of Söderbom, a local Mongol prince who knew the region well. The prince guided the group to a 
place called Ulan Baishing. At the site Martin recorded two ancient towns and a group of stone statues covered 
with offerings of lard. Martin did not come upon Nestorian remains at this site. The team inquired about the 
missing tablet from the turtle and was told that it had been taken to the Suiyüan Tumet Tsung-kuan yamen, in 
present Hohhot.86 Martin’s team attempted to trace the object but was not able to verify its existence in Hohhot.  
 Next, Martin’s team retraced its steps along the Shara Muren river to Wangmuliang. Wangmuliang is 
most probably the site that Arash had initially attempted to guide Lattimore to. Lattimore referred to the site as 
the ‘eastern site’. Wangmuliang is indeed situated to the East of Olon Sume. Arash described the inscriptions on 
the stones there as ‘Mongol but not Mongol writing’ – an apt description of the Syriac inscriptions found on the 
stones. In his Mongol Journeys Lattimore explained that the eastern site was visited years later by ‘some friends 
of his’, presumably Martin, Lum and Söderbom, and also referred to Martin’s article.87  
 Martin remarked about his first encounter with the site: ‘inside are so many stones that one immediately 
realizes that it is a graveyard of importance.’88 It took the team three days to record the objects at the graveyard. 
Some of the stones, Martin noted, had stood on a separate base. Martin noticed that many stones at 
Wangmuliang bore inscriptions, ‘perhaps in Syriac’. He also remarked, incorrectly, that the inscriptions on the 
stones appeared to be identical to the one recorded at Bitchik Jellag. Martin was able to recognize some of the 
features of the stones that were miss-interpreted by Lattimore, who figured he had discovered building material 
from a church. Martin realized that the inscribed or decorated stones were gravestones.  
 The stones at Wangmuliang were, according to Martin, in an excellent state of preservation though, 
again, many seemed to have been moved. Martin was told that at least one stone had been taken away by a 
Chinese administrator.  
The one tablet found at Wangmuliao was badly weathered but a Chinese interpreter managed to date the 
stone to the Yuan dynasty.89 This was an important discovery. So far, only Huang Wenbi, had been able to date a 
tablet from Olon Sume, which was also from the Yuan period. Again it was Chen Yuan, through the images 
presented to him by dr. Rahmann, who published the first study of the important tablet.90 Martin’s team drew 
maps of the sites they documented. Sadly, the map of Wangmuliang, probably the most valuable of all maps 
produced by the team, was misplaced and lost.  
 Martin’s team then crossed the Shara Muren river to visit Boro Baishing, an ancient site consisting of a 
walled enclosure with weathered towers and a walled inner town. Between the earthen walls Martin noticed 
extensive cultivation but no Nestorian remains were found.  
 At the next walled city, Mukhor Soborghan, the team encountered again Nestorian objects. Inside the 
walls the team documented several mounts with bricks and ‘stone-blocks with crosses in relief.’ Martin noted 
that the northwestern wall of the city was washed away by the Khoto Gol river. 
 Finally, the team visited Olon Sume. The Canadian remarked that the city walls at Olon Sume were 
much better preserved than those at the other sites the team had surveyed. At Olon Sume Martin came upon 
mounds of bricks and eight large carved stones within the ruins: “Of the eight decorated and cross carved 
monoliths, I only remember one with an inscription…some are overturned and others stood up on end, but all 
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appear to have been moved.”91 He noted, like Lattimore, that Olon Sume: “had been used as a quarry for 
building material, and besides going into the construction of Pai-ling Miao [Bailingmiao, TH] it has also aided in 
that of Yün-wang-fu, the capital of Darkhan Beile.”92 At Olon Sume, Martin also documented what he calls a 
‘suburb’ and a ‘graveyard’.  
 Martin’s contribution to the study of Nestorianism in Inner Mongolia consists of the documentation of 
objects - in particular the inscription of the Defengtang stele - and sites through photography, mapping and 
description and in his efforts to expand the research on Olon Sume to further Nestorian sites in the region. The 
latter allowed Martin to make a comparison between sites and rank their importance. Martin based himself on his 
observations rather than historical study. As the sites documented by Martin are now heavily impacted by 
looting, grave robbing and even bulldozing, Preliminary Report has become one of the most valuable sources for 
the study of Nestorianism in Inner Mongolia.  
 
4.6 Bettina Lum (1911-1983)  
Bettina Lum was the only woman among the early researchers. In 1981 she published My Own Pair of Wings 
under her nickname Peter Lum.93 The book was in the first place a travelogue on China but Lum also included 
two chapters on the search for Nestorian remains in 1936. Lum joined the team after running into Desmond 
Martin in Peking who invited her to join him on his next visit to Inner Mongolia. Friends advised her against 
going - the Japanese army had invaded Inner Mongolia and the Mongolian winter was coming soon:  
  
It seemed impossible [Lum considered, TH] but then he began to tell me about the ruins that he and a 
friend, George Soderbom [sic], were planning to explore, about the gravestones of Nestorian Christians 
which they hoped to find there, and I remembered the great spaces of Mongolia, the sky and the wind 
and the horizon, and I was hooked.94 
  
The objective, she wrote, “was to find out whether or not Nestorian Christianity had once been fairly common in 
Mongolia. It was known that there had been Nestorian tribes there, but very little evidence of their existence had 
been found.”95 The evidence, she explained, consisted of Lattimore’s findings at Olon Sume. According to Lum 
it was Söderbom who was convinced that there were other sites than Olon Sume where Nestorian stones could 
be found: “in his travels he had often been told of odd stones lying about in this area, and of ruined city walls, 
but he had never had time to stop and look for them.” Söderbom’s involvement proved to be vital for the 
undertaking. Lum describes him as ‘practically a Mongol by adoption, far more at home in Mongol than in his 
native Swedish tongue’. Son of missionaries, Söderbom had lived most of his life in Inner Mongolia and most 
foreign expeditions or visitors would eventually run into him. Söderbom would, however, never publish on his 
participation in the search for and documenting of the Nestorian heritage. Lum figured he probably ‘knew the 
country better than any foreigner’. Lum, however, also revealed:  
  
Although George and Desmond were knowledgeable in their different ways, our expedition was hardly 
scientific. I certainly had come for the love of the country, not really expecting to find anything of 
interest, except perhaps stones at Olan Sume-in Tor.96  
  
When the team did find Nestorian remains, Lum was to sacrifice her hairbrush to clean the stones. Lum, in other 
words, felt the group consisted of, in the very best sense of the word, interested amateurs who conducted their 
research on the Nestorian remains Inner Mongolia for the love of it. According to Lum, Martin and his team set 
up their first camp in Zhaohe (Lum calls it Chao Ho) at a group of yurts belonging to Arash. The first Nestorian 
stone Lum described, presumably the stone at Bitchik Jellag examined earlier by Haenish, was: 
  
…lying out on the open prairie far from any of the ruined towns, and it was something like a coffin in 
shape, but solid. There was an inscription along the top in characters that were neither Chinese nor 
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Mongol, while at one end, on both sides, and again above the inscription were carved Nestorian crosses. 
We measured this, photographed it, and left it lying as it was.97 
  
At Ulan Baishing (Lum calls it Wulan Bansheng) she describes the stone figures smeared with black grease, 
already mentioned by Martin, as the ‘remains of an avenue of grave figures, such as are often placed at the 
entrance to Chinese imperial tombs (the Ming Tombs near Peking are the best known example) but not usually 
found in Mongolia’.  
 Next the team visited Wangmuliang. It was Söderbom, Lum remarked, who had suggested to visit the 
place because he believed it might be Nestorian. Arash drove the car to the site and filled the inscriptions with 
grease so that they would become visible and could be recorded in photographs. Lum described finding at least 
sixteen stones: “…scattered everywhere at random, as though they had been flung down by an earthquake. Some 
stood level, others were at crazy angles and almost covered by drifting sand.”98 She also noticed that there were 
herders and sheep on the site and concluded that, despite its remoteness there must have been villages nearby. 
Lum again sketched and photographed the stones and describes them as: solid and very heavy, one end being 
‘always larger than the other, and square, while the smaller end was rounded’. All stones, she noted, featured 
Nestorian crosses and inscriptions: “The sides of the stones were elaborately carved with patterns of flowers, 
birds, and curlicues, intertwined.”99 Sketching and drawing the stones, Lum had not only started to appreciate the 
stones but also became an astute observer of the decorations on them: 
  
They all used similar motifs and they seemed to be the work of artisans to whom such designs had long 
been familiar, rather than of any new inspiration. There must at one time have been any number of such 
stones being produced, if their design had become so stereotyped.100 
 
Lum noted that some stones ‘stood or had originally stood on heavy pedestals’ and speculated that Mongol and 
Chinese settlers had carried material away for private use. Lum readily admitted that she ‘would have dearly 
loved to take one home as a souvenir, but, like earlier vandals she was defeated by their weight.’ When local 
villagers started to suspect that the foreigners were searching for treasures, the team decided to conclude the 
survey at Wangmuliang and left the stones as they had found them. Lattimore had left Olon Sume for the same 
reason.  
Via Mukhor Soborghan (Lum calls it Mukhor Soborogh) with its crude Nestorian gravestones, Lum and 
the team arrived at Olon Sume. At the site they camped among the ruins ‘for there were no tents nor people 
anywhere near’. Apart from the mounds of bricks at Olon Sume, Lum briefly noted a number of:  
 
…larger stones, some propped upright near the walls, and among these were at least eight or nine like 
those of Wang Mu and Mukhor Soborogh, undoubtedly the work of Christians.101  
 
Forced by the winter and especially rumors that Japanese troops who had occupied Bailingmiao sometimes 
visited Olon Sume, the team, explains Lum, thought it unwise to remain long at the site and decided to conclude 
the fieldwork as quick as possible and leave before they would run into the Japanese forces.102  
 Lum’s contribution to the study of Nestorianism in Inner Mongolia lies in the photographs and line 
drawings she made at the sites which were included in Martin’s Preliminary Report. She does not seem to have 
published academically on her visit to Inner Mongolia. My own pair of wings is by its genre in the first place an 
evocative travel story and therefore not very precise on specific objects and locations. The memoir is 
nevertheless most valuable for the study of the Nestorian remains in the region. The book includes photographs 
of Nestorian objects not published in Martin’s Preliminary Report and provides an insight in the day to day 
dealings and motivations of Martin’s research team. As such it also provides a perspective on Martin’s 
observations and conclusions.  
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101 Lum (1981) 186. 
102 Lum left China in 1940 after marrying a British diplomat. She lived again in Beijing between 1950 and 1953, see the 
author’s biographical introduction in: Lum (1981).  
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4.7 Egami Namio (1906-2002)  
One of the reasons Martin’s team had left Olon Sume, explained Lum, was the rumour that “the Japanese in Pai 
Ling Miao [Bailingmiao, TH] sometimes came to study and measure these stones…” Indeed, as early as 1935 
the eminent Japanese scholar Egami Namio had started to study and research the remains at Olon Sume.103 In 
fact, Egami first visited the region in 1930 to study the region’s Neolithic sites.104 Egami conducted further field 
research on Olon Sume and other Nestorian sites along the banks of the Shara Muren in 1939 and in 1941. The 
scholar came well equipped to make maps, panorama photography and rubbings of objects. Egami’s fieldwork 
and research was frequently hampered by security problems due to the political unrest in northern China. Indeed, 
Egami tried to reach the site two more times after his third visit, but without success. In 1943 he managed to 
reach Bailingmiao, but the war had by then become so severe that it did not allow Egami to proceed to Olon 
Sume. In 1944 Egami again attempted to reach Inner Mongolia and Olon Sume. Ironically, this time he was 
halted because of the end of the war.  
In 1990, after eight years of negotiating, Egami paid a short visit to Olon Sume.105 Some years later, at 
the end of the 1990s, Egami once again returned to Olon Sume, reportedly to make a donation for the 
preservation of the site.106 Interestingly, neither of Egami’s later publications107 refers to these visits and it seems 
that the visit of 1990 is only recorded in a Chinese archaeological journal whereas the later visit went 
unrecorded.  
 From 1935 onwards Egami published a wide range of Japanese, English and French articles and books 
on Olon Sume and the Christian heritage of Inner Mongolia.108 He also allowed Saeki Yoshiro, a Japanese 
Methodist, to publish a selection of his photographs of Olon Sume in a Japanese publication of 1935.109 In 2000, 
two years before his death, Egami published his final study on the Christian sites in Inner Mongolia: The Mongol 
Empire and Christendom. 110 The study is based on three Japanese essay’s which Egami published in 1967 and 
an English article from 1995.111 It further includes findings already presented in an article Egami contributed to 
Journal Asiatique in 1952.112 The Mongol Empire and Christendom can thus be seen as the concluding overview 
of Egami’s findings during his three expeditions to the Christian sites of Inner Mongolia and his life long 
research resulting from these visits.113  
 During his first visit to Olon Sume of 1935, Egami was joined by the Japanese researcher Eizō 
Akabori.114 The two men were dispatched to the Wulanchabu district in Inner Mongolia by the East Asian 
Archaeological Society to conduct archaeological and anthropological surveys. Egami does not clarify in The 
Mongol Empire and Christendom how the two men came to know about Olon Sume, but presumably they were 
aware of the remains through the reports of Huang and Lattimore: “His [Huang’s] report on Olon Sume was very 
brief and inadequate as a record of the actual remains, but it triggered the study of the Öngüt capital…” Egami 
wrote in 2000, implying he himself had been encouraged by the report.115 
Egami described his first visit to Olon Sume as a ‘brief trip to the walled city’. The two men 
photographed the ‘archaeological remains, cross-marked Nestorian tombstones within the walled area, human 
                                                
103 There is some confusion on the date of the first visit of Egami to Olon Sume. In his 1952 article for Journal Asiatique 
Egami mentions he first visited the site in 1934 but in his 2000 publication The Mongol Empire and Christendom  he lists 
1935. Enoki, on the other hand, refers to a visit in 1933. I refer to Egami’s first visit as he recorded it in Egami (2000), 
namely 1935.  
104 Maringer (1945) 4. For a report of this 1930 expedition see: Egami and Mizuno (1935). 
105 Wang (1992) 130 ff.  
106 Based on remarks made by Mr. Wei Jian, then director of the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural 
Relics in Hohhot, during an interview at Miaozigou, November 2003. 
107 Egami (1995); (2000). 
108 For an overview of Egami’s articles, including those in Japanese, see: Enoki (1964) 48, notes 15 and 18. 
109 Saeki (1937) Plate C.  
110 Egami (2000). 
111 Egami (1995) includes images which have been excluded or cropped in Egami (2000), see for instance: Egami (1995) 
Plate 30 upper, and compare Egami (1995) Plate 19 with Egami (2000) 29 B. Egami (2000) however provides a wealth of 
images and data.  
112 Egami (1952) 155-167. 
113 I will thus mainly follow and refer to Egami (2000).  
114 I refer to Japanese names as they are transcribed in publications. I have, however, listed Japanese names in Appendix 3 
according to family name. Eizō Akabori is thus listed in Appendix 3 as Akabori Eizō.  
115 Egami (2000) 15. 
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and animal stone figures, and a turtle-shaped stele base outside the walls’. The pair also documented the top 
portion of the Wangfu-tablet but could not find the main part with the inscription described already by Huang. 
Apart from documenting the objects Egami and his assistant also collected tile fragments and shards from the 
site.  
 Egami concluded that Olon Sume was the capital of the Öngüt during the Yuan period.116 It is important 
to note, that neither Huang nor Lattimore had identified Olon Sume as the capital of the Öngüt in their reports. 
Huang had not mentioned the Christian imagery in the city and Lattimore, who had identified the site as a 
Nestorian city, merely speculated that Olon Sume might have been a capital.117  
 In 1938 Egami and the Japanese scholar Saeki, who had published some of Egami’s photographs in his 
The Nestorian documents and relics in China, received copies of Martin’s photographs of the Wangfu stele. The 
copies had been forwarded by Rev. Eugene Feifel of Furen University who encouraged the Japanese scholars to 
further the study. Indeed, Egami writes that Rev. Feifel made the “request that the investigation of Olon Sume, 
which was then under the control of the Japanese military, be continued by Japanese scholars of Oriental 
studies.” Thus, “encouraged by Furen University, the author, as a researcher of the Tōhō Bunka Gakuin institute, 
undertook the field study of the Öngüt remains in Inner Mongolia with the assistance of the Japan Society for the 
Promotion of Science.”118 
 Egami wrote these lines long after the Japanese occupation of Inner Mongolia and subsequent surrender 
which had resulted in the premature conclusion of his field research and the confiscation of the collection of 
relics from Olon Sume. Clearly, Egami had taken notice of the sensitive implications of Japanese research in 
China during the Japanese occupation. Outlining the difficulties of conducting scientific research in Olon Sume 
because of the military operations in the region, the lack of manpower to dig test trenches and problems to bring 
supplies from Bailingmiao to Olon Sume, Egami stressed the academic dimension to the visit, and especially the 
support and encouragement he had received from a university based in China:  
  
…we persevered with the task in spite of these difficulties, enthusiastic in making an academic 
contribution, by studying the significant Öngüt remains in response to the favor from the Chinese 
scholars.119  
  
Egami’s second visit to Olon Sume took place in the summer of 1939. For two months Egami and his team, 
documented Olon Sume and two other Nestorian sites along the Shara Muren river. Egami was joined by three 
Japanese researchers and five local assistants. Egami and his assistant Inoo Tentaro, a student from Kokugakuin 
University, researched the historical and archaeological aspects. The pair photographed the site, collected small 
objects and measured and made rubbings of inscriptions and decorations. Inoo would in 2003, almost seventy 
years after his visit to Olon Sume, publish a short introduction to the catalogue of artifacts excavated by 
Egami.120 Two other Japanese researchers, Sugashi Iida from Tōhō Bunka Gakuin and Takeshi Yamazaki, 
conducted architectural surveys, measured the site for map and studied the architectural remains. As a whole, the 
team dug ‘test-trenches for architectural remains’.  
 It was during the second visit of 1939 that the team discovered within the city walls of Olon Sume the 
site Egami ‘considered to be the remains of Monte Corvino’s Roman Catholic Church.’121 Furthermore, the team 
documented “ten pieces of cross-marked tombstones and fragments of the Wangfu-defengtang stele.”122  
 Egami planned to also survey Wangmuliang and Ulan Baishing, but this turned out to be impossible ‘for 
security reasons’. He did manage to survey and measure Shabe Khuren and Derriseng Khutuk and photograph 
one stone at Bitchik Jellag, presumably the stone already recorded by Haenish and Martin’s team in 1936. Egami 
had spent almost two months in the field. The visit would be the most extensive Egami was to complete.  
 Egami’s third visit to Olon Sume started at the end of September 1941 and lasted only two weeks. 
Egami’s earlier team members were occupied with other research in China and Japan or had been drafted into 
the Japanese army. On the way from Beijing to Hohhot, Egami assembled a new team which consisted of six 
                                                
116 Egami (2000) 15. 
117 Lattimore (1934) 239. 
118 Egami (2000) 18. 
119 Egami (2000) 19. 
120 Inoo (2003) 8.  
121 Egami (2000) 35. 
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Japanese nationals working or studying in China. The team members included a priest, an engineer and four 
students. Egami did not manage to hire any Chinese assistance. The scholar’s efforts to conduct scientific 
research were now depending on the enthusiasm of the people whom he had been able to convince to join his 
expedition but who could hardly be described as seasoned archaeologists. The team nevertheless expanded the 
test-trenches dug during the earlier visit and made further measurements of the site. During the fieldwork Egami 
discovered what he believed to be the palace of the Öngüt rulers. The remains lay almost undisturbed in the east 
section inside the city walls some 60 to 70 centimeters below the surface. Egami also identified a site within the 
city walls - where earlier researchers had encountered the majority of Nestorian gravestones - as a Nestorian 
Church. The team further dug up a wall of what Egami believed to be the Roman Catholic Church he had 
identified on his second visit. As there was no architectural specialist on the team Egami decided against a full 
excavation of the site for fear of ruining the possibility of a detailed reconstruction. Egami intended to embark 
on a ‘real excavation’ during a following expedition. Such a thorough excavation was never to happen.  
When Egami visited Olon Sume again in 1990 he stayed only a day and a half at the site. The visit had 
been in the making since 1982 and was organized through the Pan Asian Cultural Exchange Centre. According 
to Egami’s Chinese contact Wang Xiaohua– who joined the visit to Olon Sume and authored a short Chinese 
article on the visit – Egami had visited the site already in 1929 for ‘twenty minutes’. Egami does not refer to this 
visit in his publications and the early date is thus most probably a mistake made by the Chinese author. During 
the 1990 visit Egami was not able to conduct much research other than, again according to the Chinese author, 
recording some fragments of the Wangfu stele, a stone head of a lion and a brick with a ‘roman pattern’. The 
latter object strengthened Egami in his beliefs that Olon Sume had been the site of Montecorvino’s Roman 
Catholic church.123 As mentioned before, during a later visit Egami reportedly also donated the funds for a wire 
fence to protect the site from herds.  
 Egami was the first researcher who conducted some sort of excavation at Olon Sume and who started to 
collect material from the site. Egami thus managed to record Olon Sume more extensively than any of the other 
foreign expeditions had managed to do. As a result Olon Sume is now, regardless recent calls for a full scale 
excavation, the best documented Nestorian site in Inner Mongolia.124  
 
4.7.1 Egami collection  
During his visits to Olon Sume Egami collected a large number of small objects such as fragments and shards of 
porcelain, tiles and bricks. Other objects collected by Egami include sculptures and fragments of manuscripts. 
The whereabouts of these objects have caused much confusion, and to a certain extent still continue to do so.  
Initially, Egami’s collection was kept at the Tokyo Institute for Oriental Cultures. In 1941 Egami 
reportedly showed the collection to Heissig. After the war, American authorities in Japan confiscated a 
significant part of the collection and ordered it to be returned to China. When Heissig visited the institute again 
in 1962, ‘Egami was only able to show him empty boxes’. The Mongolist learned from Egami that after the war 
the excavated material from Olon Sume, including the remains of the church of Montecorvino and manuscript 
fragments, had to be returned to China. It is uncertain what happened to the material after Egami surrendered it, 
and whether the remains reached China at all.125 
According to Heissig, only one tile of ‘Monte Corvino’s church’ had been left behind in Egami’s 
institute. Egami donated the tile, again according to Heissig, to Museé Guimet in Paris.126 Incidentally it is this 
museum that, in the summer of 2006, acquired a Nestorian gravestone from Inner Mongolia.127 The museum has 
already a number of other Nestorian objects in its collection including thirteen tombstones128 and a cross found at 
Khotan.129  
The confiscation of the Egami collection detailed by Heissig is confirmed by the Japanese Research 
Institute of Languages and Cultures of Asia and Africa (TUFS).130 TUFS speaks of the confiscation of ‘most of 
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the materials’ but does no clarify whether these objects remain unaccounted for or were found and included in a 
catalogue of Egami’s collections prepared in 2003 by the Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures.131  
 The first items from Olon Sume to resurface were fragments of manuscripts. Egami had found fragments 
of manuscripts in one of the pagodas from Olon Sume during his second visit in 1939. The fragments were 
published the following year by Shirô Hattori.132 During his last visit to Olon Sume in 1941, Egami had again 
collected fragments of manuscripts from one of the pagodas, this time hidden in a mouse nest.133 In 1962 the 
latter fragments resurfaced, and by 1976 over two hundred fragments that were thought to be lost were 
accounted for.134 Heissig worked on most of these fragments.135 He also received one of the two rubbings made 
by Egami of the Mongolian stele. Heissig donated the precious rubbing to Die Staatsbibliothek Marburg/Lahn.136 
The fragments and stele date to the sixteenth century when Olon Sume was inhabited for a second time and their 
noteworthiness here lay in their reappearance rather than content.  
Despite the confiscation of a significant number of objects from Olon Sume and the continuing 
confusion regarding the whereabouts of the objects, two collections with objects gathered by Egami have been 
preserved in Japan. The first collection is held by the Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures which opened in 
2003 its doors with the first137 ever exhibition of the material.138 The larger of the two collections is held by the 
Institute of Oriental Culture at The University of Tokyo and was displayed in 2005 at the University Museum of 
The University of Tokyo.139 Both museums collaborated in 2003 on the publishing of a catalogue of the Egami 
collection.140 The catalogue further included the results of ‘Research on archaeological Discoveries in Inner 
Mongolia (1997-2001)’, a Japanese research project undertaken by the Institute of Oriental Culture at the 
University of Tokyo. In 2006 the Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures displayed a selection of manuscripts 
from Olon Sume coinciding with a seminar on the documents.141 
 Further artifacts or notes from Egami’s inheritance are reportedly held by ‘Keikyo’, a Japan based 
missionary group with links to Nestorian Christians in Iraq. In January 2004 the present author visited Keikyo’s 
premises, a warehouse in Tokyo, to make inquiries about the Nestorian material referred to on Keikyo’s 
website.142 Keikyo had by then started a relief effort and was shipping clothing and other emergency goods to 
Iraq. Its founder, an American pastor of Assyrian descent who had grown up in Japan as the son of missionaries, 
was, according to caretakers, in Iraq to lobby for the protection of Assyrian Christians under the new Iraqi 
constitution. Donated clothing filled the warehouse and goods were piled up to the ceiling. Under the clothing, 
staff said, there were ‘two boxes’ with artifacts and notes from the Egami estate. The author was not able to 
verify the whereabouts or existence of the mentioned boxes. The only items of Egami’s estate which were 
available consisted of a few personal photographs and two expired passports of Egami and his wife.  
After its confiscation and disappearance in the mid 1940s part of the Egami collection is now divided 
over at least two institutes - perhaps even three if reports on Keikyo’s collection turn out to be true. It is unclear 
what part of the collection has been recovered and thus not unlikely that a number of objects collected by Egami 
in Olon Sume is still unaccounted for. The organizing of two Japanese exhibitions, including the publication of 
the first ever catalogue of Egami’s collection, and a Japanese research project indicate the renewed Japanese 
interest in Olon Sume after Egami’s final publication on the Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia of 2000.143  
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4.8 Inoo Tentaro  
Inoo Tentaro, an archaeology student from Kokugakuin University, joined Egami’s second survey in 1939.144 In 
2003, Inoo contributed a short article to the catalogue describing the Egami-collection at the Yokohama Museum 
of EurAsian Cultures.145  
 Inoo had run into Egami at a bookshop in Tokyo in 1938. The professor and student visited a café where 
Egami briefed Inoo on his last visit to Olon Sume and invited him for the 1939 expedition. Before their departure 
Inoo was asked to organise the objects collected by Egami in 1935, now held by National Museum of Japan in 
Tokyo. After organizing and procuring the expedition’s supplies, Inoo boarded in May 1939 a ship at Yokohama 
and sailed for the Chinese harbour at Tianjin. From there, Inoo travelled via the usual route via Beijing, 
Zhangjiakou and Hohhot to Bailingmiao where he joined Egami’s team. With a rented truck the team, now 
consisting of Egami, Idaa, Yamasaki and Inoo, reached Olon Sume in June 1939. The team had hired Chinese 
farmers to help dig test trenches. Communication, Inoo remarked, was difficult as the farmers spoke local 
dialects whereas Egami spoke standard Chinese.  
 Inoo describes how the Wangfu stele was already broken in many pieces and how, on a later visit, Egami 
found further parts of the stele. He also noticed over ten Nestorian gravestones, remarking how they had been 
used for the construction of the foundation of a Buddhist monastery. The team measured all stones, took 
rubbings and made photos. Inoo remarked how the surface of the stones was badly damaged and how difficult it 
was to examine the Syrian letters. In one of the palaces, Inoo continued, the team found a number of small 
stupas, some texts in the Tibetan language written on paper, and fragments of the linen robes of monks. Inoo 
presumably referred here to the manuscripts translated by Hattori and Heissig. After two months, the team 
returned to Hohhot arriving back in Tokyo in September 1939. By the time Egami undertook his third expedition 
to Olon Sume, Inoo had graduated from his archaeological studies and taken up a position in Beijing to work on 
the excavation of Han tombs in north China.146  
  Inoo’s short contribution to the catalogue of the Egami collection is, apart from a homage to Egami, a 
delightful and rather nostalgic summary of memories concerning stargazing, miso-soup, smugglers and cows 
being chased by whirlwinds: “participating for the first time in an excavation in the steppes, I found everything 
exotic and extremely valuable.”147  
  
4.9 Carl Barkman (1919-2006) 
In 1948 Carl Barkman, a Dutch sinologist and diplomat posted in Beijing,148 and his French colleague Georges 
Perruche, travelled from Beijing to Bailingmiao. At Bailingmiao the two diplomats persuaded a group of American 
hunters to bring them to Olon Sume. Barkman had decided to visit Inner Mongolia as it was one of the few 
Mongolian places open to travel. Before his departure for Olon Sume, Barkman had read about the Nestorian 
remains and spoken to Söderbom about travel in Inner Mongolia. Much later, in 2004, Barkman wrote an 
unpublished travel account of this journey which was posthumously published in both English and Dutch on a 
website initiated by the sinologist.149 The account includes also fictional parts, but these are easily distinguished from 
the non-fictional observations. Barkman, who also published an acclaimed historical novel in this style on Central 
Asia, wrote: 
 
We visited the ruins and observed a fascinating collection of objects: remains of Buddhist stupas, Christian 
signs of the cross, stones leave-motifs in a gothic style unique to the Far East, part of a city wall. Although 
not much had remained intact, we had the feeling to treat on a truly “sacred” place, and one did not need 
much fantasy to imagine what the site would have looked like in early times.150  
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Barkman, who took photographs of the journey up to Bailingmiao, ran out of film before he reached Olon Sume. 
During an interview conducted by the author in 2005, Barkman remembered that his companion Perruche had 
brought a 16-millimeter film camera but he doubted that it was used at Olon Sume as the site was ‘rather dull to 
film’ compared to the eventful temple festival the pair had witnessed at Bailingmiao.151 After the proclamation of the 
PCR, Barkman intended to visit the remains of Olon Sume again, but by then Inner Mongolia had become out of 
bounds for foreigners, especially foreign diplomats.  
 Barkman’s visit to the remains deserves mention as the last recorded foreign visit to the remains before the 
region was closed to foreign research in 1949. His photographs of Bailingmiao are of further importance in the 
discussion regarding the use of stones from Olon Sume for the construction of the main Buddhist temple in the town.  
  
4.10 Other foreign researchers before 1949  
A number of foreign researchers visited the Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia, but did not publish their 
findings. Both Haenish and Haslund, as we have seen already, did not publish the photography of the Nestorian 
stone they documented at respectively Bitchik Jellag and Olon Sume. Haslund, who documented at least two 
gravestones at Olon Sume in 1937, however, made his photographs available to the Danish Turkologist 
Grönbech. The latter published some important remarks on the inscriptions but did not include any images in his 
contribution.152 Söderbom who visited the Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia on different occasions with different 
teams and was undoubtedly an expert in the region and its Nestorian heritage,153 is perhaps the most prominent 
absentee among the foreigners who refrained from publishing their thoughts on the Nestorians searches they 
conducted.154 Likewise, many of Egami’s Japanese companions refrained from writing on their visits to Olon 
Sume.  
A number of authors provided valuable clues on the use of material from Nestorian sites at Bailingmiao. 
According to the stories recorded by Latimmore the monastery was built of material from the ruins of Olon 
Sume, in particular fired bricks. As the monastery was destroyed by fire and rebuilt on at least two occasions, 
references by Lattimore, Haslund, DeFrancis and Barkman on the functioning of the monastery have now 
become relevant to the verification of these stories. I will return to this use of Öngüt heritage for the construction 
of this temple in Section 9.1.   
 
4.11 Conclusions 
The search for Nestorian remains before 1949 was dominated by missionaries and foreign expeditions. After 
initial finds of Christian gravestones by Scheutist missionaries, the discovery in 1929 of the Nestorian settlement 
of Olon Sume initiated much Nestorian field research by foreign expeditions. From the early 1930s onwards 
these researchers discovered and documented a large number of further Nestorian sites and objects in Northern 
China. As most of these sites and objects have now been looted or destroyed, the reports and publications of 
these early researchers have become most valuable for the study of Nestorian Christianity in Inner Mongolia.  
There were however, also Chinese individuals interested in Nestorian remains, be it for the construction 
of temples, farms or for its historical value. I will return to this when discussing the appropriation of Nestorian 
material in Part IV of this study.  
All early researchers were limited in their research by the political unrest in the region and by 
Mongolian herders and local settlers who suspected the foreign researchers of ‘treasure seeking’. The foreign 
researchers, in other words, were thus not able to systematically excavate sites but limited themselves to 
documenting remains above the ground. Martin also remarked that ‘of late the authorities have not encouraged 
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Bortom Kinesiska Muren [Beyond the Chinese Wall]. There is no mention in his book on the Nestorian finds, but is first and 
foremost on his leghty stay with the Torguts of Edsingo.” (personal correspondence by email, 10 April 2007).  
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foreigners to do archaeological work’155 and pointed out that ‘local Mongols speak of a grave site one kilometer 
to the north of Olon Sume’ which might be King George’s resting place. The Canadian concluded his study with 
the remark that the places he described ‘should lead to the discovery of still other sites.’156  
Indeed, when in 1949 the region was closed to foreign research there was still much left to discover. 
These discoveries form the main theme for the following chapter.   
                                                
155 Martin (1938) 235, note 10. 
156 Martin (1938) 245. 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCOVERY AND DOCUMENTATION OF NESTORIAN REMAINS IN INNER MONGOLIA AFTER 1949  
Martin had been right when he remarked that governmental authorities were discouraging foreign excavation in 
China. In fact, already in 1930 China had passed its Law on the Preservation of Ancient Objects, prohibiting 
archaeological excavation by foreigners and domestic sale of objects to foreigners. A year later, in 1931, the law 
had been expanded upon.157  
From 1949, archaeology in China became, what legal cultural heritage expert David Murphy calls ‘in all 
aspects a state directed enterprise’.158 In 1950 unauthorized foreign participation in archaeological fieldwork was 
largely prohibited.159 From 1949 until the end of the twentieth century the Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia thus 
became the exclusive domain for Chinese researchers and archaeologists. The Chinese discoveries were 
numerous and would shed new light on the Nestorian presence in the region. The methods of excavation 
remained, however, for a long time crude and when in 1982 the Law of the People’s Republic of China on the 
Protection of Cultural Relics was adopted, the Explanation commenting on the law called the nation’s 
archaeological abilities ‘very weak’ and appealed to institutions to leave the ‘relics untouched under ground’ 
until techniques for excavation were  improved.160 Under these 1982 provisions foreign participation in 
excavations remained prohibited, unless a host of Chinese institutions, including the departments on National 
Defense, Foreign Affairs, Public Security and State Security, and the State Council, had issued special 
permission.161  
At the end of the twentieth century foreign field research was resumed in Inner Mongolia through 
partnerships between Chinese and foreign institutes and, unofficially, by independent field projects.162 With or 
without foreign participation, the archaeological finds in Inner Mongolia are staggering. Murphy reports the 
discovery of some 15 000 historical relic sites in Inner Mongolia and the collection of some 500 000 items by 
museums in the years before 1995 alone.163  
This chapter gives an overview of Chinese field research on the Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia 
after the proclamation of the PRC in 1949. It focuses primarily on the research conducted by Chinese 
archaeologists Gai Shanlin and, to a lesser extent, the research overseen by Wei Jian. The final sections introduce 
foreign field research from 1997 onwards, including the present author’s own research project in Inner Mongolia 
conducted between 2001 and 2005.  
 
5.1 Gai Shanlin (1936-)  
In the 1970s Chinese archaeologist and historian Gai Shanlin conducted extensive field research on the historic 
sites related to the Öngüt of Inner Mongolia. The research frequently brought Gai to Nestorian sites and remains 
in Inner Mongolia. Apart from excavating known sites, Gai discovered a number of previously unknown 
Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia. In the early 1970s Gai was the first researcher to conduct extensive 
archaeological excavations on these sites. The archaeologist is nevertheless best known for his research on rock 
paintings in the Yinshan mountains and his political work in later life.  
A historian by training, Gai became director of the Archaeology of Cultural Heritage Research Institute 
at the Cultural Heritage Protection Department of Inner Mongolia in 1962. In 1996 he was appointed Vice-
Chairman of the 9th CPPCC164 Inner Mongolia Autonomous Regional Committee.165 In 1991, after an initial 
article in 1986 on Nestorian aspects of the Öngüt,166 he published his research on the Öngüt in Yinshan Wanggu, 
‘The Öngöt of the Yinshan’.167 Yinshan Wanggu contains hundreds of images of Öngüt sites and objects, 
including Nestorian remains. Gai’s team mapped most sites and documented objects with line drawings, data, 
rubbings and photographs. I limit myself here to Gai’s research on the sites and remains that have a Nestorian 
                                                
157 Murphy (1995) Appendix II. 
158 Murphy (1995) 33 ff. 
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161 For new measures regarding these permissions in 1991, see: Murphy (1995) 123 and 178, note 51. 
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Mongolia, see: CICARP (2003).  
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164 Chinese People’s Political Consultative Congress.  
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dimension.168 It is important to note that Yinshan Wanggu is not a study of Nestorian Christianity or Nestorian 
heritage per se but of the Öngüt people. Also, both research and publication took place in a time when religion – 
and even more so Christianity - was sensitive in China and Gai thus included a few perfunctory paragraphs on 
Marxism in his publication.  
In 1973 Gai researched and excavated Wangmuliang169 and Biqigetuhaolai.170 At Wangmuliang he 
encountered the gravestones171 already documented by Martin, now in the collection of the Inner Mongolia 
Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics in Hohhot.172 Though many of the graves had been looted – one 
grave even contained a spade forgotten by an early looter - Gai was able to provide further insight into the burial 
practices of the Nestorians in Inner Mongolia, which will be further detailed in Chapters 6 and 7.  
In 1974 Gai excavated or performed field research at Olon Sume, Mukhor Soborghan, Chengbuzi, 
Bitchik Jellag and Derriseng Khutug. At Olon Sume Egami had limited himself to digging test trenches, ‘to 
preserve the site for a proper full scale excavation’. When Gai arrived, the site had thus only been disturbed by 
treasure seekers. Gai believed the city had been a religious centre at the end of the Yuan period and again during 
the Ming dynasty when Buddhist temples had been build from earlier structures. After the city had been 
destroyed under the Qing regime, Gai speculated, bricks from Olon Sume had been used for the construction of 
the monastery at Bailingmiao.173 Gai came upon a number of Nestorian objects already recorded by the early 
foreign researchers, including gravestones.174 The archaeologist also noted that at least two of these gravestones 
had been brought to Heishatu Monastery, indicating that the relocation of Nestorian material continued well after 
the foreign researchers left the field.175 Gai’s excavations at Olon Sume also yielded new Nestorian finds. 
Among the numerous discoveries were stone tablets with Nestorian crosses and relatively long inscriptions in 
Syriac and Chinese scripts.176 One of these stones featured a Nestorian cross rising from a lotus flower between 
depictions of the moon and sun and three inscriptions in the Syriac, Uighur and Chinese scripts.177  
The majority of the gravestones recorded and documented by Gai at Mukhor Soborghan were extremely 
crude and rough in design and shape.178 Indeed, earlier researchers had not even taken the effort to document or 
photograph these remains and limited themselves to recording the stones in their publications. According to Gai 
six gravestones had been carried away by settlers to nearby farms or were used for the construction of wells, a 
practice that was still prevalent in 2003 when the present author visited the place.179 One stone recorded by Gai 
at this site seems now to be on public display in Zhaohe.180 At Mukhor Soborghan Gai further discovered a large 
stone dome, decorated with a cross. 181  
Gai did not come upon any Nestorian remains at Derriseng Khutug or Bitchik Jellag. Clearly, the 
gravestone recorded by earlier foreign researchers at Bitchik Jellag had been removed by 1974.  
Importantly, Gai discovered new Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia, including the important Nestorian 
cemetery at Biqigetuhaolai.182 Most of the graves at the site were looted but Gai did find nine Nestorian 
fragments of stone slabs at the site. Again, the stones were strikingly different in shape and design from the 
gravestones encountered by earlier researchers at Wangmuliang and Olon Sume.  
At Dianlaiwusu in Damaoqi, also known as Chaimudaitan, Gai discovered a particularly well preserved 
gravestone. 183 The stone featured a clear inscription and cross depictions and was in 2003 part of the collection 
                                                
168 Gai’s numbering of images and maps is rather elaborate. I will list Chinese numerals in Roman numerals and leave 
Arabic numerals as they are.  
169 Gai (1991) 191-199. 
170 Gai (1991) 270. 
171 Gai (1991) 299-300. 
172 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 22-24, 44-45, 46-48, 49-51 with respectively Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 30, 32, 
31, 33.  
173 Gai (1991) 103. 
174 Gai (1991) 272-173 and Plate I.VI.I 1-21 
175 Gai (1991) 272 
176 Gai (1991) Plate I.V.VII 10-12, Plate I.V.VIII, Plate I.V.IX. 
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179 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 24 and 25  
180 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 56-57 with Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 22. 
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183 Gai (1991) 279. 
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in Bailingmiao.184 Gai recorded two further Nestorian gravestones at Chaganhada sumu in Gebishandan185 and in 
Chaganaobao sumu ‘south of a Lama temple’.186 Gai documented further gravestones in Doulunxian Ganbaozi, 
situated to the east of Hohhot.187 The first gravestone discovered here has a unique shape and is arched over its 
entire length. The stone is most probably from an Öngüt grave, though its Nestorian dimension is uncertain. 
Only one Nestorian gravestone of this shape has been recorded in Chengbuzi.188 The three other gravestones 
found at Doulunxian Ganbaozi may in fact belong to one grave. The stones are documented on top of each other, 
not unlike the Nestorian and Muslim gravestones found in Quanzhou.189 Finally, Gai recorded a Nestorian 
gravestone at Qingshuihexian Tugouzi. The site is situated south of Hohhot on the border of Inner Mongolia 
where Shanxi and Shaanxi meet and thus relatively far from the region where most Nestorian gravestones were 
encountered.190 It is the only Nestorian gravestone of this type recorded in the area.  
During his field research Gai hired local farmers to assist him. The farmers were engaged to advise Gai 
on the whereabouts of ruins and dig at the sites he selected for excavation. One of the local farmers Gai 
employed for his excavation of Wangmuliang was a settler here identified as assistant G.E.. Assistant G.E. was 
born in 1952 at the village of Fengshoudi at the foot of the grave hill of Wangmuliang and is a third generation 
descendant of Han Chinese settlers. His grandfather moved before 1949 to Siziwangqi from Shaanxi province. 
As a child he played at Wangmuliang, riding the large stone turtles and other sculpted animals among the 
gravestones. Later he saw the graves being looted by grave robbers and the farmers from his own village. In late 
2004 he witnessed the local government, in an attempt to discourage further looting, bulldoze the looted graves 
at Wangmuliang and fine several families from Sishiqingdi and Fengshoudi for grave robbing (see also Chapter 
9).191 As he had lived all his life near the site, assistant G.E. was selected by Gai to assist the excavation of 
Wangmuliang in 1973:  
 
Around 1970 we dug up approximately twenty graves, but only two had not been robbed. All the others 
had been robbed… The archaeologists took photographs of the graves, then gathered all the objects and 
took them away. Under Chinese law the human material, such as bones, had to be put back.192  
 
Gai attached great value to legends and stories on the heritage and understood that these aided his research. His 
former assistant G.E. remembered how these inspired them to research certain sites:  
 
There is a story that one day a flood washed the stones from Wangmuliang away tot the south-eastern 
side of Gucheng [Ancient City, i.e. Boro Baising, TH]. Gai Shanlin and myself went to that place - but 
we could not find any gravestones there.193 
 
To summarize, the research conducted by Gai on the Öngüt includes the most extensive documentation of 
Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia. Being a historian Gai furthermore attempted to place the sites he 
researched in a historic framework. He thus attempted to identify the original place names of the walled cities 
and cemeteries he excavated and, vice versa, locate the ancient settlements gathered from historic sources in the 
field. I will return to such identifications in Chapter 6 when discussing the Nestorian sites.  
 
5.2 Further Chinese field research 
Gai was not the first Chinese archaeologist to conduct research at the Nestorian sites of Inner Mongolia.194 
According to his Yinshan Wangu, research was conducted at Olon Sume in 1956 by Li Yiyou a Chinese 
                                                
184 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 70-71 with Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 16. 
185 Gai (1991) 281. 
186 Gai (1991) 281. 
187 Gai (1991) 281 and Plate I.VI.I 74-75. 
188 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 74 with Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 3. 
189 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 75 with Foster (1954) Plate VI and VII. I am aware that the objects in the latter two 
plates may have originated from other graves.  
190 Gai (1991) 281 and Plate I.VII.I 76.  
191 Based on an interview conducted with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
192 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
193 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
194 See Gai (1991) 415. 
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archaeologist from the Inner Mongolia Cultural Relics Bureau. Li published his finds in 1964195 and edited a 
further article on a Nestorian object from Chifeng (see next section).196 In the same year, 1956, archaeologist 
Zheng Long from the Inner Mongolia Cultural Relics Bureau conducted field research at the city remains of 
Chengbuzi (Gai calls it Jingzhou). Zheng published his findings in 1956 and again in 1964.197  
 Olon Sume was further investigated at least one more time in 1987. By then the remains had been 
awarded some protection as a key archaeological site in China. At the time the Chinese researchers recorded a 
number of stones among the remains and, importantly, sketched a detailed map of the city layout.198 
 The ancient city remains and cemetery at Chengbuzi were further researched and extensively excavated 
in 1995 by the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics, the Wulanhua City Museum, and 
the Siziwang Banner Office for the Management of Cultural Relics. The decision to excavate had been taken 
after the site had been much damaged by looting in 1994.199 The group mapped the city remains and excavated 
objects, such as pottery shards and tiles, which were documented and reconstructed in line drawings.200  
 In 1996 an archaeological team from the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics, 
the Baotou City Office for the Management of Cultural Relics, and the Damao Banner Office for the 
Management of Cultural Relics researched and excavated the city remains and four cemeteries of Mukhor 
Soborghan.201 Again, the excavation had followed the looting of the site a year earlier. Research showed that 380 
people had been buried in just one of these gravesites. Excavated graves were documented with line drawings 
and grave objects, such as hair ornaments, pottery and coins, were likewise documented. Two gravestones 
excavated from this site are now held by the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics in 
Hohhot.202 One of these stones was already excavated, documented and subsequently buried by Martin.203 Other 
gravestones from Mukhor Soborghan, presumably recovered by the 1996-project, are currently held in the 
collections of the Baotou Cultural Relics Bureau.204  
 Interestingly, or perhaps rather surprisingly, the excavation reports of these two Chinese projects largely 
ignore the Nestorian dimensions of the sites, keeping references to the particular religious dimensions of the sites 
to a bare minimum.  
Further recent important discoveries of Nestorian material were included in an exhibition on the Silk 
Road and Inner Mongolia at the University Museum and Gallery of The University of Hong Kong. 205 Among the 
objects on display were a golden cross from a looted grave discovered in 2001, a cross sown into a robe and a 
cross on a stand.206 The latter three objects are most valuable because of their unique design, material and usage. 
The exhibition further featured a crucifix - though the object’s listed provenance is questionable, see also the 
next section.  
 
5.3 Accidental Nestorian find by Chinese farmer around 1984  
Undoubtedly much Nestorian material is accidentally found by farmers and settlers whilst working their fields or 
otherwise. Indeed, Dieter Kuhn, who researched hundreds of graves from the Liao, Song and Jin period, thus 
remarks that ‘archaeological excavations are chance hits and only a small number is published’.207  
It is thus fortunate that when in 1983 or 1984 a Chinese farmer made such an accidental discovery at the 
village of Huajingoumen some 30 km south east of Chifeng in Inner Mongolia, he reported the find. The object, 
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exposed from the ground after a landslide caused by heavy rain, consisted of a glazed and decorated brick 
depicting a cross rising from a lotus flower and an inscription in the Syriac script (see Plate 22.1). Farmer Zhao, 
as the discoverer is identified in reports, found no further objects or remains at the site. At some point the brick 
was turned over to the Department of Historic Relics of Chifeng. In 1992, some eight years after Zhao came 
upon the brick, a photograph of the object came in the possession of professor Niu Ruji, a teacher at the 
University of Xinjiang. In 1994 Niu and the late James Hamilton published a translation of the inscription in 
Journal Asiatique.208 In their joint article Hamilton and Niu describe the 13 kg. heavy object as a rectangle 
measuring some 47 cm. by 40 cm. which was glazed in a shiny cream-yellow tint. The brick is further decorated 
with a grey Nestorian cross rising from a ‘Buddhist lotus flower’ and flanked by inscriptions in the Syriac script 
in both the Syriac and Uighur languages.209  
Some years later, in 2007, the object was included in the mentioned exhibition on the Silk Road and 
Inner Mongolia at The University of Hong Kong. I will further discuss the inscription and other features of this 
object in Section 7.8.  
What is important here is the fact that the object confirms a Nestorian presence to the east of the Öngüt 
realm where the majority of the Nestorian remains have been found (see Map 1).  
A number of other objects included in the mentioned exhibition at the The University of Hong Kong are 
also listed as originating from Chifeng. In the case of the large stele discovered by Gai at Olon Sume the 
exhibition’s reference to Chifeng is clearly faulty. The value of the catalogue lies in the superb image of the 
object.210 Another object labelled as originating from Chifeng concerns a crucifix.211 The object is further dated 
to the Yuan, which would be a most important provenance. I fear though that the interpretation of the origins of 
the crucifix are also problematic and cannot be verified until further documentation of this object is presented. It 
must be noted that Niu and Hamilton remark that no other objects were encountered with the porcelain brick 
from Chifeng.  
 
5.4 Foreign field research from 1997 onwards  
Before 1949 travel and research in China’s western regions had already been complicated and insecure. After 
1949, when foreign archaeological involvement was illegal, foreign field research in Inner Mongolia became 
virtually impossible. In the first place, the region with the Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia was closed to 
foreigners. Only with the explicit permission from appropriate departments of the People’s Liberation Army and 
Public Security Bureau travel in such areas was permitted. Carl Barkman who attempted to visit Olon Sume 
again after 1949 did not get such permissions.212 This legal situation remained unchanged until 2001.213 As 
mentioned above, legal provisions from 1930, 1950 and 1982 had in effect prohibited foreign participation in 
archaeological excavation in China.  
At the end of the twentieth century access to the region north of the Daqinshan range with Nestorian 
remains remained problematic. From the early 1990s foreigners were allowed as far north as Zhaohe for tourism, 
but the Nestorian heritage to the north and north-east of Zhaohe remained closed for foreign travel. Even a well 
known site as Shangdu, the Xanadu of Coleridge was in 2002 still formally closed to foreign nationals without 
specific government authorization.  
Thus, from 1949 until the last few years of the twentieth century, to my knowledge, no significant 
fieldwork on the Nestorian sites or discoveries were reported from foreign researchers in Inner Mongolia.214  
Interest  in the Nestorian sites of Inner Mongolia, however, picked up. In 1997 a research project on the 
objects collected by Egami was initiated in Japan which seems to have included a visit to Olon Sume. The re-
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discovery of the Egami collection in Japan resulted in two exhibitions of objects from Olon Sume and the 
publication of a catalogue of these objects (see Section 4.7). Apart from introducing artefacts collected by 
Egami, the project attempted to ‘take a new fresh look at the historical significance of Olon Sume based on 
recent archaeological findings’. Suffice to say, that with such a wealth of newly re-discovered material at its 
disposal in Japan, the findings of the project included in the catalogue are primarily based on existing 
information collected by Egami. The catalogue further revealed that “since the 1990s, with the increasing 
number of expeditions involving Japanese researchers and the publication of a series of new reports, especially 
on sites dating from the 13th-14th centuries … the interest in Olon Süme has once again been on the rise.”215 The 
publication thus presented the results of a project titled “Research on Archaeological Discoveries in Inner 
Mongolia” (1997-2001) which was undertaken by the Institute of Oriental Culture, the University of Tokyo. The 
catalogue does not detail any fieldwork, but the date of one image of Olon Sume included in the catalogue is 
credited as ‘August 2001’ suggesting some sort of visit to the site by the Japanese contributors.216 The English 
summaries presented in the catalogue do not specify further details of this visit to Olon Sume but again one of 
the Japanese researchers involved states that he conducted fieldwork in Inner Mongolia at various sites on city 
remains.217  
The study of Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia has seen an increase among Italian scholars. Between 
2000-2002 a research project headed by Paola Mortari Vergara Caffarelli was established by the University of 
Genoa, Italy, in collaboration with the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics.218 The 
project leader seems to have published the results of the fieldwork only in Italian articles.219 Tellingly, Paolillo 
remarks in this context: “to this day, a simple, survey of the place has confirmed its importance and the necessity 
to start a real archaeological campaign.”220 This project has reportedly focused its research on Olon Sume and 
mapped the site with a grid.221 The latter is especially of importance since in the summer 2005 the site was 
heavily impacted when it was prepared for tourism. Objects, such as tiles, pottery shards and bricks, were 
cleared away to provide for pathways and other large objects, including Nestorian gravestones from 
Bailingmiao, were deposited at the site (see Plate 11.1-11.6). I will return to this development in Section 9.6 
when discussing modern appropriation of Nestorian remains.  
A research project on Nestorian gravestones has been conducted by an Australian group in Quanzhou, 
but falls out of the scope of the discussion here.222  
 
5.5 Author’s field research 
Like so many of the early researchers, I also stumbled upon the Nestorian heritage in Inner Mongolia by 
accident. In 2000, when visiting an antiquarian bookshop in Beijing that sold a collection of western publications 
from a private library from before 1949, I came upon the Monumenta Serica issue of 1938 with Martin’s article 
and Lum’s sketches of Nestorian grave material.223 Out of simply curiosity I attempted to locate the place names 
on the sketched map that accompanied the publication and in March 2001 - perhaps for what Lum called ‘the 
love of the country’ - visited Inner Mongolia to see what remained of the objects in the field. Travel in the 
frontier region was still problematic as the region was still formally closed to foreigners. Moreover, many of the 
place names referred to by Martin had changed and distances and directions quoted in his publication were 
frequently misleading or faulty.224 In Chengbuzi I eventually came upon two Nestorian gravestones that were 
deposited along a pathway.225 Neither of the stones had been published before. Indeed, during his visit in 1935 
Martin had not encountered any Nestorian objects at Chengbuzi and thus had no indication that the site had such 
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origins. Outside the village lay some of the stone sculptures recorded in 1936 by Martin and sketched by Lum 
(see Plate 26.4-26.6).226 
The site had changed dramatically since Martin visited it in 1936. A great number of Chinese farmers 
had settled in the area. Farmers, responding to their losses after two devastating strong winters called zud in 
Mongolian, could be found digging at a nearby grave hill and city remains. Grave looting had become so 
widespread that farmers, after establishing that I was not from a cultural relics bureau, did not object to being 
photographed (Plate 31.5 and 12.5, for a situation in 2005 also see Plate 31). Furthermore, objects were offered 
for sale, including the head of one of the stone statues at Chengbuzi.  
After Chengbuzi I visited Wangmuliang where I recorded a previously unpublished fragment of a 
Nestorian gravestone among looted graves (see Plate 15.5).227 Further fragments of statues and a turtle base 
recorded by Martin228 and Lum remained at the site (see Plate 15.6-15.7; 25.4-25.6 and 26.1-26.3 ). Sadly, this 
site too was badly damaged by grave looters and in particular construction workers who had used a bulldozer to 
collect sand from the site to construct a new road. Worse, over the years many stone objects, in particular 
gravestones, had been removed from the cemetery. None of the seventeen gravestones recorded by Martin, 
however, remained. In the nearby village of Sishiqindi I recorded further fragments of gravestones that farmers 
used as building material (see for this practice Plate 29).229 Other farmers and settlers had simply gathered the 
stones on their land before someone else could take them (see for this practice Plate 30.2).230  
In his article Martin wrote that some objects had been moved to the temple of Bailingmiao.231 His team 
had not been able to verify this due to the Japanese army presence at the town. When I visited the temple of 
Bailingmaio no objects remained there. Instead a number of objects were collected in a yard operated by a local 
branch of the cultural relic’s authorities (see Plate 19.5-19.6 and 24.3-24.4).232 Among the objects collected were 
a great number of Nestorian stone objects including gravestones,233 fragments of coffin sides,234 slabs,235 statues 
and a dome.236 Apart from the statues and steles all these objects depicted crosses. Another stone slab depicted a 
geometrical pattern generally associated with the Middle East (see Plate 19.6). A number of the objects were 
badly damaged or broken. Some of these objects had been damaged when they were unloaded or moved within 
the yard.237 
I concluded the March 2001 visit at the walled city of Olon Sume. At the time the site was scattered with 
fragments of pottery, glazed tiles in shades of green, orange and yellow, plain tiles, bricks of different shapes and 
sizes and large carved stone blocks including pillar bases, mortars and plinths (see Plate9). None of the 
gravestones, steles and statues recorded by Martin remained. Olon Sume was like the other sites visited heavily 
impacted by grave looters who had dug numerous holes and tunnels into earth remains, especially in the elevated 
terraces and dirt mounds.  
During the March 2001 visit and a subsequent visit to Olon Sume in July 2001, I was mostly interested 
in the objects from a journalist’s perspective. I simply photographed the stones in their setting and recorded the 
most obvious features and context for travel writing238 and publication in newspapers, magazines and art 
journals.239 In other words, no thorough systematic or academic approach was developed to record and document 
the Nestorian material. This is especially regretted as some of the material recorded on the first visit to Inner 
Mongolia has since been lost. Needless to say, the present study also serves to correct some errors, or speculative 
arguments, made in the popularized accounts on the Nestorian presence in China and Mongolia.  
                                                
226 Martin (1938) 236, 246 Fig. 4-5 and Plate V c, e, d.  
227 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 6. 
228 Martin (1938) Plate VI e, d. 
229 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 5 and 37.  
230 Halbertsma (2005a) Base plates 60-62.  
231 Martin (1938) 244.  
232 Halbertsma (2002a) 119.  
233 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 13-20 and 36. 
234 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 40-45.  
235 Halbertsma (2005a) Stone slab 39 and 46.  
236 Halbertsma (2005a) Cone 56.  
237 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 18-19.  
238 Mainly: Halbertsma (2002a) 95, 104-111, (2003a) 174-190 and (2005b) 39-53.  
239 Among other publications: Halbertsma (2001a) (2001b), Halbertsma (2002a) (2002b) (2002c), Halbertsma (2003), 
Halbertsma (2005b).  
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In 2003, with the support of the Hulsewé-Wazniewski Foundation at the University of Leiden,240 The 
Netherlands, I started a research project to record, document and monitor the Nestorian heritage and their 
modern context in Inner Mongolia for publication and further study.  
The first priority of the project was to record and document as much Nestorian material and their 
immediate context as possible before these were lost to grave looters, antique dealers or private collectors. As 
many of the objects had been removed from Nestorian settlements or graveyards the geographical field of 
research was widened to farms and villages where grave material, including Nestorian objects, was collected or 
used in walls,241 flooring242 and wells243 (see for instance Plate 29). Abandoned farm sites in the region were 
visited to search for stone objects left behind (see Plate 4.1).244 For obvious reasons antique markets and shops in 
Hohhot were included in the ‘field’. In 2002, I thus recorded in an antique shop in Hohhot a Nestorian 
gravestone which I had seen on my first visit to Chengbuzi (Compare Plate 30.1 with 30.2).245 Museums were 
included in the survey too. Nestorian gravestones were recorded in permanent yet unlabeled exhibitions of the 
Hohhot General Department Museum Yard246 and the Zhaohe temple compound Xilamorizhen.247 The latter 
temple compound also exhibited a stone coffin and pagoda-like object with decorative patterns also used by 
Nestorian Christians (see Plate 20 and 21).  
The project further received assistance from the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural 
Relics in Hohhot to gain access to collections that were not on public display.248 Nestorian material was thus 
recorded in the cultural relics yard of this institute in Hohhot249 and the collection already recorded in 2001 in 
Bailingmiao was likewise further documented. Through this partnership the project also gained access to 
collections under the responsibility of the Baotou Cultural Relics Bureau.250 No access was gained to the 
Nestorian stelea and gravestones reportedly held in storage by the Museum of Inner Mongolia in Hohhot251 or to 
the reportedly ‘large collection of Nestorian remains’ held by a Chinese businessman in Hohhot.252  
Between 2003 and 2005 seven fieldtrips were made, including one visit to the field with the assistance of 
the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics (March 2003) and one visit to the field with the 
assistance of the Baotou Cultural Relics Bureau (July 2005).253During the fieldtrip organized in March 2003 in 
cooperation with the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics I further recorded grave 
material, including Nestorian gravestones, at Maoduikundui, Harinaoru, Aobaowusu and two wells in the 
vicinity of Mukhor Soborghan. During this visit, I also visited the grave site of Biqigetuhaolai (see Plate 12.1-
12.2) and city remains of Mukhor Soborghan (see Plate 14). In later years further material, including gravestones 
and contextual materials, was recorded in Zuum Kholai, Khundiin Gol, Bolt and at farms around Mukhor 
Soborghan. For these sites see Map 2.  
The documentation of the material recorded at these sites varied strongly. Ideally objects were 
documented with photos, rubbings, measurements and descriptions. The documentation of material encountered 
                                                
240 The Hulsewé-Wazniewski Foundation for the advancement of teaching and research in the archaeology, art and material 
culture of China at Leiden University.  
241 See for instance: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 8-10, 12, 28, 35 
242 Halbertsma (2005a) 116, Photo I.  
243 Halbertsma (2005a) 117, Photo II.  
244 See for instance: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 11. 
245 Halbertsma (2005a) 117, Photo III and Gravestone 3.  
246 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 21.  
247 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 22-23.  
248 Especially through cooperation with the then Director of the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics 
dr. Wei Jian. Images provided by dr. Wei Jian are credited: WJ2003; also see: Wei (2005).  
249 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 29-34 and Stelae 57.  
250 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 67-70.  
251 Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.II and 275. 
252 I was repeatedly told about this private collection. First by farmers in Chengbuzi who had sold Nestorian grave material 
to visiting art dealers who reportedly collected material for this business man. Secondly, when I met Mr. Gai Shanlin in 
Hohhot and was shown photos of two golden circular objects with ‘Nestorian’ cross depictions. Thirdly, by antique dealers 
in Hohhot who collected for the mentioned businessman. The businessman reportedly dealt in real estate and restaurants and 
was on different occasions identified as Mr. Zhang Haibo.  
253 To summarize, initial visits to Nestorians sites were undertaken in March 2001 and July 2001, and field research was 
conducted in March 2003, July 2003, August-September 2003, December 2003 (only Hohhot), July 2004, October 2004 and 
July 2005. 
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before 2003 is limited to photography and description. From 2003 all objects were documented with photo’s, 
measurements, descriptions and, if possible, rubbings (see Plate 4 and 6). Rubbings were made of most stones 
excluding the one on public display in the Hohhot General Department Museum Yard and those in Bailingmiao 
that were too damaged or eroded to allow for a usable rubbing.254  
Where possible the whereabouts of the material were monitored. Thus Nestorian objects recorded in the 
field were traced to the mentioned antique shop and to tourist sites near Bailingmiao and another tourist camp 
(see Plate 30). The monitoring of Nestorian material resulted in the collection of data on modern usage and 
appropriation of Nestorian sites and objects. I will further discuss the appropriation of Nestorian heritage in Part 
IV. One further gravestone of interest, in terms of monitoring, concerns the grave stone from Inner Mongolia 
recently acquired by Museé Guimet in Paris.255  
By summer 2005, when the field research was concluded, over forty gravestones or fragments of 
gravestones, a tri-lingual stele and contextual materials had been recorded and documented.256 
In 2004 with further assistance of the Hulsewé-Wazniewski Foundation the project started to record the 
oral history regarding the Nestorian sites and remains in Inner Mongolia. In 1934 Owen Lattimore first indicated 
the importance of recording legends regarding Olon Sume.257 I interviewed in particular herders, farmers and 
settlers living nearby Nestorian sites on the history and legends of Nestorian sites and the modern usage and 
appropriation of Nestorian sites and objects (Plate 4.5 and 4.6). At times these interviews touched upon the 
fieldwork of the early foreign researchers like Egami.258 Interviews were conducted through a Mongolian 
interpreter, who had grown up near Olon Sume and who was fluent in Mongolian, Chinese and English.259 In the 
summer of 2005 of Dutch photographer Iwan Baan joined the project to record sites and objects.260 I will further 
detail the results of this research below.  
As a number of these objects had not been published before, the second objective of the project was to 
publish and display the material. The information gathered was the topic of my source article in Monumenta 
Serica which was, to my knowledge, the first western article to depict rubbings of Nestorian material of the 
Öngüt in Inner Mongolia.261 Further images were included in an article on the past and present field research 
contributed to Jingjiao, published by Monumenta Serica.262 Relevant images not included in those two 
publications, especially of sculptures, walls of Nestorian sites and overviews of Nestorian sites, are published 
here in the various plates.  
The Nestorian material, its historical context and the recent changes in the field due to the appropriation 
of the material documented by this project were further presented in two exhibitions displayed at the Sinological 
Institute263 of Leiden University, The Netherlands, and the National Museum for Ethnology, The Netherlands 
(see Plate 6.5 and 6.6).264 Both exhibitions included a public seminar on the topic.265  
 
 
                                                
254 All material was documented by the author, unless otherwise credited. 
255 The gravestone, together with a number of other objects originating from the Öngüt, was donated to Museé Guimet by an 
anonymous private collector, see: Delacour (2005) 85. I have attempted to contact the curator without result. 
256 The project has made these rubbings, slides and further documentation of the Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia available 
to the library of the Sinological Institute of Leiden University, The Netherlands. 
257 Lattimore (1934).  
258 See the Chapter 11of the present study or: Halbertsma (2006a) 306 and Halbertsma (2005b) 42-44.  
259 The interpreter is identified here as Mr. E. For readability I have edited quotes from interviews. These quotes are marked 
in italics.  
260 Images by Iwan Baan are credited: IB2005. 
261 Halbertsma (2005a). I discount the ‘Roman Catholic’ rubbing published in: Pieters (1924a). 
262 Halbertsma (2006a).  
263 Yelikewen - Early Christians: Jin and Yuan images from Inner Mongolia (rubbings and photography), Sinological 
Institute, Leiden University, The Netherlands. 9 March 2004 - 9 December 2004.  
264 De verloren lotuskruisen. Wrijfprenten en foto's van Chinese grafstenen [The lost lotus-crosses. Rubbings and photos of 
Chinese gravestones] National Museum for Ethnology, The Netherlands. 23 April 2004 - 26 June 2005. See for some 
images included in this exhibition also: Halbertsma (2005d). 
265 Contributions on ‘Shangdu’ by dr. Wei Jian (Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics, Hohhot); on 
‘Marco Polo in China’ by prof. dr. Barend ter Haar (Sinological Institute of Leiden University); on ‘Rabban Sauma’ by dr. 
Heleen Murre-van den Berg (Faculty of Theology of Leiden University); on ‘Shangdu II’ by dr. Doeke Eisma (geologist) 
and on Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia by the present author. 
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5.6 Conclusions  
After 1949 Chinese archaeologists, in particular Gai Shanlin, were able to excavate the Nestorian sites in Inner 
Mongolia. Although many of the Nestorian sites had already been impacted by grave looters, these excavations 
nevertheless uncovered a great number of Nestorian objects. The documentation of excavations, their context 
and objects excavated has, however, been scant. The present whereabouts of much of the heritage excavated or 
documented by Chinese archaeological projects is not known.266  
At the start of the twentieth century large parts of Inner Mongolia where Nestorian remains could still be 
found were not open to foreigners without appropriate permissions. Foreign research on Nestorian sites was 
nevertheless resumed from the 1990s onwards by Japanese, Italian and Dutch projects. This research focused 
again on remains above the ground. As much of the Nestorian heritage has been lost in recent years this research 
too has become valuable and is in some cases the only material available for study. Problematically, the majority 
of known Nestorian objects no longer remains in situ and has thus been stripped of all context.  
It is most likely that much Nestorian material remains buried in the ground. Given the destruction of 
Nestorian sites further archaeological study of the field now seems urgent and will undoubtedly contribute to the 
understanding of the Nestorian presence in Inner Mongolia. It is hoped that future research will include 
Nestorian remains from Chinese private collections, Lattimore’s notes and photographs on Olon Sume, made 
available to Paul Pelliot, and the Nestorian gravestone recently acquired at Museé Guimet, which incidentally 
holds Paul Pelliot archive. I will return to the contributions that archaeological excavations can make to the 
identification of Nestorian settlements in the next chapter.  
 
                                                
266 Cultural heritage bureaus in Inner Mongolia currently work with storage yards, such as the ones in Bailingmiao, Baotou, 
Hohhot and Miaozigou where also Nestorian remains are held.  
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PLATE 4. AUTHOR’S PROJECT   
 
 
1. A settler locates a Nestorian gravestone which has 
been buried by former neighbours, Harinaoru/ 
IB2005 
 
 
2. A settler cleans a base plate in an alley at 
Sishiqingdi/ IB2005 
 
3. Making a rubbing of an inscription on a Nestorian 
gravestone, Maodukundui/ TH2003 
 
 
4. Making a rubbing of a cross on a Nestorian 
gravestone at the Bailingmiao cultural relics yard/ 
TH2003 
 
5. Mongolian story teller in the vicinity of Olon 
Sume/ IB2005 
 
 
6. The author and translator interviewing a Han-
Chinese settler, left/ IB2005 
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PLATE 5. AUTHOR’S PROJECT 
 
 
4. Moving a Nestorian gravestone at the Baotou 
cultural relics bureau in order to make a rubbing/ 
IB2005 
 
 
2. Placing Nestorian gravestone at the Baotou 
cultural relics bureau in order to make a rubbing/ 
IB2005 
 
3. An employee of the Baotou cultural relics bureau 
makes a rubbing of a Nestorian gravestone for the 
author’s project/ IB2005 
 
 
5. Wet paper is applied on the stone with a brush / 
IB2005 
 
6. The wet paper is hammered over the decorations 
with a brush / IB2005 
 
 
6. After the paper has dried ink is applied in a 
cushion for the actual ‘rubbing’/ IB2005 
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PLATE 6. AUTHOR’S PROJECT 
 
 
1. The high relief is inked/ IB2005 
 
 
2. The paper with rubbed patterns is removed from 
the stone/ IB2005 
 
3. The rubbings are pressed and cut at a paper shop 
in Beijing/ TH2005 
 
 
4. A rubbing is applied on a scroll at a paper shop in 
Beijing/ TH2005 
 
5. Exhibition of rubbings and photographs at the 
Sinological Institute of Leiden University, The 
Netherlands/ TH2004 
 
 
6. Exhibition of rubbings and photographs at the 
National Ethnology Museum, Leiden, The 
Netherlands/ IB2004 
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MAP 3. NESTORIAN CITY REMAINS IN DAMAOQI AND SIZIWANGQI 
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PART III. RECONSTRUCTION AND CONTEXTUALIZATION OF NESTORIAN REMAINS IN 
INNER MONGOLIA 
 
CHAPTER 6. NESTORIAN CITY REMAINS FROM INNER MONGOLIA  
Marco Polo, Montecorvino and Rabban Sauma testify of the presence of a large number of permanent towns and 
cities in the steppe region of northern China during Öngüt period. A number of such walled settlements had, of 
course, been inhabited by Nestorian Christians (see Map 3).1 When, during the second half of the nineteenth 
century the first western travellers and missionaries, such as M. Gabet, Évariste-Régis Huc and de Scheutist De 
Brabander, reached Inner Mongolia these sites had become ruins.  
Huc thus generally remarked:  
 
Such remains of ancient cities are of no infrequent occurrence in the deserts of Mongolia; but everything 
connected with their origin and history is buried in darkness. Oh, with what sadness does such a 
spectacle fill the soul!2   
 
The Öngüt settlements lay, as pointed out in previous chapters, along the Shara Muren river and important 
caravan routes.  
This part discusses the reconstruction of Nestorian sites – or sites used by Nestorian Christians - north of 
the Daqingshan mountains. It presents settlements used by Nestorian Christians, Nestorian gravesites and related 
grave material.  
The following Chapter 6 covers the material aspects of city and architectural remains used by Nestorian 
Christians in Inner Mongolia. As such, it does not cover Öngöt sites where no Nestorian material has been 
encountered. It is important to note that these city walls most probably also enclosed living quarters that 
consisted of less permanent dwellings such as ger-tents. Indeed, modern cities in Mongolia, such as the capital 
Ulaanbaatar and provincial centres such as Darkhan and Moron, still largely consist of ger-districts, as did early 
twentieth century cities in Inner Mongolia. Nestorian Christians among the nomadic peoples of Inner Mongolia 
must have lived and worshipped in such dwellings. It has also been noted that early Mongol rulers, such as 
Möngke Khan, lived in camps rather than walled capitals.3 
For my sources I rely on publications of field researchers introduced above and my own field work.  
 
6.1 Olon Sume-in Tor (Olon Sume) 
The remains of Olon Sume lie in the present Daerhanmao banner some 50 km. north of the monastery town 
Bailingmiao. The city is positioned along the northern bank of the Aibagh-in Gol river and surrounded by 
grassland and hills with the occasional rock formation. To the south lie the Yinshan mountains separating the 
steppe from the Ordos plain and the Huanghe river. To the north stretch the numerous Gobi deserts and the vast 
steppes of Mongolia. Stretches of eroded Jin dynasty wall run both north and south of the city. The city was at its 
time prominently situated in a network of ancient caravan routes connecting eastern-China with the west and 
Mongolia with China. I have already described the characteristics of the Öngüt realm in Lattimore’s terminology 
as a dynamic frontier zone between China and Mongolia in Section 3.4.  
Today, Olon Sume’s most visible features are its outer walls. Lattimore, who gave the first general 
description of the remains, concluded that the walls were constructed by stamping earth between two planks 
until it solidified, causing a horizontally layered pattern. Lattimore was not able to establish whether these walls 
had been lined with bricks. The latter practice has been recorded at other Mongolian steppe cities such as 
Shangdu.4 Japanese research, however, concluded that the walls of Olon Sume were built from dried blocks of 
small pebbles mixed with sandy clay.5 The walls were built in a rectangle measuring some 960 by 575 m., with 
the four corners of the rectangle pointing towards the compass directions. The rectangle, in other words, does not 
stand on a north-south axis orientation, as is traditionally common in Chinese urban planning. I will identify the 
four walls as the north-eastern wall, the south-western wall etc. Currently, the walls are much damaged by the 
harsh climatic conditions of the region. Flooding of the Aibagh-in Gol river has further washed away much of 
                                                
1 For an extensive list of Öngüt settlements in Mongolia and a map see: Gai (1991) Chapter 5 and Map I.VIII.  
2 Huc and Gabet (1928) 83.  
3 Dardess (1973) 120. 
4 Zhang (2001) 22. 
5 Egami (2000) 24. 
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the south-eastern and south-western walls and strong winds have sanded the remaining walls into rounded 
sculptures (see Plate 7 and 10.1; 10.5). Obviously the walls were much higher when Olon Sume was inhabited 
and the defence-structures were maintained. A comparison of photos of wall sections taken in the 1930s by 
Egami and new images made by the author’s project in 2005 show that in the last seventy years these sections 
have dramatically decreased in size or in some instances disappeared altogether (see Plate 8 and compare Plate 
10.4 and 10.5).6  
At least three of the walls feature a gate. As the north-eastern wall has partly vanished, it is not 
immediately clear whether this wall had a gate as well. According to Egami’s findings the north-eastern wall is 
uninterrupted by a gate. If this is the case, the absence may be related to a Nestorian gravesite which is situated 
outside this wall. Martin and Gai, however, both include an eastern gate in their maps of the site.7 The south-
eastern gate provided entry to a series of inner compounds positioned centrally against the south-eastern wall. 
Egami speculated that the compound had served as a palace for the rulers of the city.8 At the gate in the south-
eastern wall he discovered a pair of stone objects which he interpreted as stands for flags or banners which were 
traditionally placed at the entry of a camp or settlement. Based on the prominence of the south-eastern gate, the 
discovery of the stone objects at this side and the location of the inner compound, Egami argued that the city was 
facing south-east, ‘or east in the concept of Mongolians’.9 This orientation is most interesting and may be an 
indication that Olon Sume was designed according to the cult of the East. This cult was most prominent among 
Turkic peoples in the steppe before the Mongol period. Turkic steppe peoples who followed this cult positioned 
their ger-tents towards the East as is, among a minority of steppe peoples, still customary.10 Given the Turkic 
origins of the Öngüt, the preference for the East is not that surprising. Under the Mongols, however, the cult of 
the East was changed to the Chinese cult of the South.11 According to this orientation the prominent quarters, 
such as the imperial or aristocratic buildings, were positioned on a south-north axis towards the northern end of 
the city and most buildings were facing south. Many common houses in China followed and still follow this 
orientation. This way the door and windows are shielded from cold northern winds and open into the sun and the 
relatively warm southern winds. For the same reason (and feng shui principles) Chinese farm houses lack 
windows on the north side. Since the shift from the cult of the East to the cult of the South ger-tents in Mongolia 
and Inner Mongolia generally face south, i.e. in the ‘Chinese direction’. Though the two Mongol capitals 
Khanbaleq (Dadu) and Shangdu are both aligned on a north-south axis, Khanbaleq faced north towards the 
Mongol traditional steppe grounds and the imperial section of Shangdu was, not unlike, Olon Sume, situated in 
the south-eastern section.12 Indeed, Zhang remarked ‘while Shangdu had characteristics of an ancient Chinese 
capital, it also preserved many Mongolian features’. Dadu on the other hand displayed, according to the Chinese 
researcher, ‘more classical Chinese features’.13 City planning and construction in the steppe thus display their 
own particular, and perhaps not consistent, characteristics.  
Lattimore described the remains of Olon Sume as a frontier post rather than as a city and speculated that 
it had been the northern one of a double capital, with another capital to the south.14 Such double capitals have 
been frequently used in the region, especially by rulers of non-Han descent, and were frequently situated on each 
side of the Great Wall. The Mongols too used double capitals: the southern capital Khanbaleq and the northern 
steppe capital Shangdu already mentioned above. The positioning of Olon Sume on the northern bank of the 
river is most puzzling in the context of Olon Sume as a frontier post. The presence of a river must have served as 
a natural defence to the city against an army coming from the south rather than from the north. This suggests that 
the founders had more to fear from the largely agricultural southern peoples than from the northern nomadic 
peoples. Taking into account that the Öngut were settled in Inner Mongolia by the Jin dynasty rulers, who had 
taken the territory from the Chinese Song which had their territory to the south, the positioning of Olon Sume at 
the northern bank of Aibagh-in Gol makes some sense. The positioning of the inner compound against the south-
                                                
6 For Egami’s photos of Olon Sume see among many publications: Egami (2000); Yokohama Museum of EurAsian 
Cultures (2003); and Heissig (1976) dedication page.  
7 Martin (1938) Plan 7; Gai (1991) Map I.IX. The author has not been able to verify the existence of such a gate.  
8 Egami lists the north-eastern wall as ‘east wall’, the south-eastern wall as ‘south wall’ etc.  
9 Egami (2000) 23. 
10 Barthold (1970) 217. For an early twentieth century people who positioned their dwellings towards the east see: Mostaert 
(1934) 203 
11 Barthold (1970) 218.  
12 Zhang (2001) 30-31. 
13 Zhang (2001) 30-31. See also Yu (2001). 
14 Lattimore (1934) 239. 
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eastern wall is, however, peculiar in this scenario. The curious organization and orientation of the city serves 
perhaps in the first place as an example of how a Turkic steppe people experimented with city planning.15  
Within the inner compound, measuring some 220 by 185 m., Egami discovered remains of further 
building sites and a series of small Lamaist pagoda’s built in the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries. The presence of 
these and other objects made Egami conclude that the site was inhabited for a second time after the Öngüt had 
departed from the city.16 Lattimore had already drawn similar conclusions, on the basis of a sixteenth century 
stele with a Mongolian inscription. This means that all objects from Olon Sume need to be dated to the Öngüt 
period before they can be included or used for a Nestorian reconstruction of the site. 
Egami was the first to identify Olon Sume as the capital of the Öngüt. The Japanese researcher believed 
that the site included the Nestorian church of the father of Mar Markos, King George’s Roman Catholic church 
and ‘King Georges Pavillion of Ten Thousand Books’. The three sites were, as will be remembered, referred to 
respectively in Rabban Sauma’s chronicle, Montecorvino’s letter to his pope and the Gaotang inscription 
composed by Yan Fu.  
In the present section, I will limit myself to a discussion of Egami’s identification of these three sites at 
Olon Sume. I will return to the question regarding the identification of Olon Sume as the capital of King George 
in Section 6.6. 
To start with the churches, the use in the steppe of a ger-tent as a church is well documented. Rubruck, 
who gave an extensive description of the tent dwellings of the ‘Tartars’,17 noted that the Armenian Christians at 
the Mongol capital Karakoram used a ger-tent as a church ‘on top of which stood a little cross’. When Rubruck 
entered the felt church he was delighted to find inside ‘an altar which had been really beautifully decked out’ 
with ‘images of the Saviour, the Blessed Virgin, St. John the Baptist and two angels; and there was a large silver 
cross, with precious stones in the angles and in its centre’.18 Also, the church described at Arghon’s camp in 
Rabban Sauma’s chronicle was a ‘tent of which the ropes intercrossed with those of the Kings tent’.19 American 
historian James Ryan refers to a Muslim source describing how the Christian wife of a Mongol Khan in Persia 
‘always had a chapel set up near her tent’.20 One would assume that this ‘chapel’ was also a ger-tent. Indeed, also 
today church services, or for that matter, Buddhist, shamanistic or Muslim ceremonies, in Mongolia are 
frequently conducted in ger-tents. It is thus likely that also the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia used the 
felt dwellings as churches. To date, no such churches have been found. Due to the perishable material of ger-
tents (basically wooden poles, felt covers and leather straps) and their use as transportable dwellings, it seems 
unlikely that such church-remains will ever be uncovered.  
It seems, however, not too far fetched to assume that the three prominent buildings did not consist of 
ger-tents but were constructions of a more permanent nature. Indeed, it is difficult to interpret Montecorvino’s 
reference to the construction of ‘a Roman church on a royal scale, in honour of God, the holy Trinity, and the 
Lord Pope’ as the erection of a ger-tent.21  
The central issue thus remains the proper identification of the three sites. Egami identified two major 
architectural remains situated within the inner compound and four architectural remains within the outer 
compound. The remains consisted of earthen mounds and terraces and are, given the lack of building material in 
the steppe and the use of ger-dwellings, undoubtedly important structures. Pillar bases and other building 
material found at the site indicate that these structures were of a significant size.22 Four of these building sites are 
perceived to have a dimension relevant to the Nestorian dimensions of the city.  
The first remains are positioned in the south-east quarter of the outer compound. Both Martin and Egami 
recorded a large stone turtle-base at this site.23 Egami concluded that the base was located at its original place 
and that it had carried the Wangfu–tablet discovered by Huang in 1929. The title-inscription on the Wangfu-stele 
                                                
15 For a study on Chinese walled cities see: Wallacker and others (1979).  
16 Egami (2000) 24, Fig. 1 (Site I). 
17 Jackson (1990) 72-74 
18 Jackson (1990) 173-174. 
19 Montgomery (1927) 74. 
20 Ryan (1998) 416 
21 Dawson (1955) 226. 
22 For pillar bases see in particular: Gai (1991) Plate IV.VII, IV.VIII, IV.IX; Egami (2000) Plate 39-42.   
23 Egami (2000) 24 Fig. 1 (Site IV). 
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indicates that the stele belonged to a memory hall named in Chinese Defeng Tang.24 Egami thus identified the 
building remains with the turtle base as the Defeng-hall.25  
There are two problems concerning this conclusion. A reconstruction of the stele by Chen Yuan shows 
that the stele was shaped as a screen and would therefore have been too wide to fit on the turtle base.26 
Furthermore, both Martin and Egami noticed that the different parts of the stele had been moved from their 
original position. Egami described how in 1939 the stele had been broken up into different pieces and was 
scattered over the entire site. The scholar remarked that the breaks looked fresh, suggesting that the damage was 
relatively recent.27 If the stele had been moved, there is no reason to believe that the turtle had remained at the 
site it was originally positioned. Thus, though the Wangfu-stele referred to a Wangfu-stele Hall, this hall was not 
necessarily located at the site where the turtle base was discovered.  
The subsequent loss of both objects further complicates the reconstruction and identification of this site. 
By 1939 the main part the Wangfu-stele was already missing. Its current whereabouts are unknown to the author 
and it is feared that this object was used for the construction of an improvised bridge across the Aibagh–in Gol 
river. At least one other object, a six-sided stele discussed in more detail below, was used in this way. In 2001 
the turtle base was part of a collection of stone objects kept in the cultural relics yard of Bailingmiao. By 2005 
local authorities had decided to develop Olon Sume as a tourist site. The turtle base and a number of other 
objects that had been removed to Bailingmiao were subsequently returned to Olon Sume (see Plate 11). During 
unloading at the site the turtle base was presumably dropped from a crane and completely destroyed (compare 
Plate 11.2 and 11.3).  
The second architectural structure with a Nestorian dimension concerns the site where the Nestorian 
gravestones with cross depictions were discovered. The stones were encountered by the early foreign researchers 
in a terrace situated inside the outer compound where they had been used vertically as building material in the 
foundations of a Buddhist temple.28 Lattimore, who was not aware of the inscriptions on the gravestones, 
initially thought the stones were part of the façade of a church. Martin and Egami concluded that the stones were 
in fact gravestones.  
Apart from the gravestones, Egami encountered numerous decorative tiles at the site. Among the 
patterns and motifs were cloud depictions, foliage scrolls and depictions of flowers framed in hexagonal bands 
and ‘Islamic ogival shapes’.29 Egami interpreted the decorations as a combination of designs commonly seen 
during the Song and Yuan periods and a composition popular in West Asian Islamic culture from the ninth to the 
twelfth centuries.30 The scholar concluded that the tiles were thus used by the Öngüt. Curators of the Yokohama 
Museum of EurAsian Cultures (which currently holds part of Egami’s collection) seem to follow Egami’s 
interpretation and have also interpreted the objects as wall tiles.31  
Based on the presence of the Nestorian gravestones and the tiles Egami concluded that the “structure 
must have been the Nestorian church built at the Ongot royal capital Koshang, where the father of Yaballaha III 
served as officiating priest”.32 The Japanese researcher argued that the gravestones had been located in one of the 
church halls of the church and that, after the church had been destroyed, Buddhists had simply moved the stones 
upright for the construction of their temple. This conclusion is also problematic. Gai has pointed out, as related 
in more detail below during my discussion of the gravesites associated with Olon Sume, that the stones had been 
brought into the city from a cemetery positioned outside the city walls for their use as construction material in 
the Buddhist temple. This does not mean that the architectural remains do not belong to a Nestorian church but 
merely indicates that the gravestones were not part of a structure inside the city walls. It is, however, most 
unlikely that the tiles would have been brought from outside the city into the compound. It thus remains possible 
that these objects had once been used for the construction of a Nestorian church. Indeed, the foliage scroll is also 
found on Nestorian gravestones and the hexagonal decoration is uncommon in China but frequently used in the 
                                                
24 Chen Yuan (1938) 250 ff. 
25 Egami (2000) 29-30.  
26 For this reconstruction see: Chen Yuan (1938) Fig. 14. 
27 Egami (2000) 30.  
28 For an exact location see: Egami (2000) 24 Fig. 1 (Site II). 
29 For photographs of such objects see: Egami (1952) Plate I, 1; Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) 40, Plate 
80; Egami (2000) Plate 32. For rubbings of such objects see: Gai (1991) Plate VII.V 1-2. Also see: Egami (2000) 52-53. 
30 Egami (2000) 33. 
31 Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) Plate 80. For dimensions see nr. 80 on page 93 of the same publication.  
32 Egami (2000) 33. For this conclusion also see: Egami (2000) 52-53.  
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western regions from which the Nestorian Christians had travelled to east.33 As Olon Sume has Nestorian, rather 
than, for instance, Islamic origins, the Persian styled tile decorations may indicate the presence of a Nestorian 
church at the site. Further investigations regarding the identification of this site have been complicated by the 
clearance of tiles to create pathways for visitors in 2005 (see Plate 11.4).  
The third architectural structure34 is positioned in the north corner of the outer compound (see Plate 10.4 
and 10.5).35 The main building at the platform had, according to Egami’s findings, a cross-shaped platform of 
solid earth blocks which carried a collapsed superstructure. Immediately west of this platform Egami recorded 
the brick remains of a second building featuring a semi-circular interior. Unlike all other buildings Egami noted 
that this structure was facing north-west, or ‘west in the concept of Mongolians’. At the site Egami recorded blue 
tiles with a ‘Gothic-like foliage design’, semi-cylindrical roof tiles with a white glazing and a damaged statue 
which he interpreted as European in style. Based on the unusual orientation of the building, the Gothic style 
decorations and the European pose of the statue Egami interpreted the remains as the church of Montecorvino. In 
this scenario, Egami speculated that the statue would have been part of the church. After his discovery Egami 
visited Louis Grodecki, a French specialist in Gothic art in Paris.36 Egami recalled:  
 
According to Grodecki such a plan with two connected structures was commonly seen in the church 
architecture of Northern Europe in the tenth and eleventh centuries which served to spread the gospel 
among the new believers. Such European examples may suggest that the main church building was for 
those who had been converted to Christianity and the annex for the gathering of baptismal candidates.37 
 
Egami argued that the stylistic evidence ‘may be taken as verification that the site at Olon Sume was not only the 
oldest Catholic remains in East Asia, but also the earliest example of European-style architecture in East Asia 
erected by Montecorvino himself’.38 The Japanese scholar, in other words, concluded that he had identified King 
George’s Catholic church referred to by Montecorvino in his letter to the pope. The interpretation of the pose of 
the human figure as European fits this reasoning, but may have also been driven by it. The statue, after all, 
consists only of a torso and part of the right arm and seems most difficult to date to the Öngüt period, especially 
given the number of Buddhist figures found at the site.39 It must also be remembered that the depiction of foreign 
figures was most common in Buddhist and Chinese art. Obviously, the latter depictions do not have any 
Christian origin.  
The western orientation of the site, if this is indeed the case, is puzzling. One can wonder if this means 
that the site had been towards Jerusalem or perhaps even Rome. It is however most likely that the Nestorian 
Christians followed the Turkic cult of the East and thus worshipped towards the East, as was also common 
among the followers of the central Nestorian Church in Baghdad. Generally, the followers of the Church of the 
East positioned the altar with the triumphant cross at the eastern end of their churches. In this design the church 
entrance was at the western end of the building and the church would have been facing west but, in fact, been 
oriented to the east. Based on this orientation, one could wonder if the remains were a Nestorian church, rather 
than a Roman Catholic site. Furthermore, it must be noted, that the entire city of Olon Sume was positioned on a 
west-eastern axis and that therefore the majority of the buildings were positioned on a east-west axis. The 
orientation of the building thus does not reveal much.  
It may be the tiles documented by Egami that provide the strongest indication to identify the remains as 
a catholic church. According to Egami the tiles were used to cover the outside wall of the church.40 The tiles 
feature glazed foliage decorations in a fragile high relief which makes them indeed unsuitable as floor tiles.41 
                                                
33 Compare foliage scrolls in Egami (2000) Plate 32 A, B and Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 31.  
34 Egami’s ‘second architectural site’: Egami (2000) 35. 
35 For an exact location see: Egami (2000) 24 Fig. 1 (Site III). 
36 See for Grodecki’s work on Gothic architecture, among other publications: Grodecki (1986). 
37 Egami (2000) 37.  
38 Egami (2000) 37.  
39 For images of the ‘European’ see: Egami (1952) Plate III; Egami (2000) Plate 36 A; Yokohama Museum of EurAsian 
Cultures (2003) Plate 84.  
40 Egami (1952) 164. For images of the statue see: Egami (1952) Plate III; Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) 
Plate 80; and Egami (2000) Plate 35 A and B.  
41 For images of these tiles see:  Egami (2000) Plate 35A and 35B; Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) Plate 
82-83. For the white semi cylindrical roof tiles of this building see: Egami (2000) Plate 52D; and presumably: Yokohama 
Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) Plate 12; also presumably: Gai (1991) Plate VI.V.  
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Furthermore, the tiles are relatively thin and can thus be applied to a wall.42 Egami interpreted the style of the 
foliage design as gothic which would suggest a western, i.e. catholic origin.43  
The fourth building site44 was situated inside the inner compound and consisted of yet another platform 
with the remains of a building.45 The Japanese scholar interpreted the site as King George’s ‘Pavillion of Ten 
Thousand Books’ or as a ‘shrine were the ancestors of the Ongot were worshiped in the Chinese manner.’46 
Regarding the identification of the site as a library, it seems Egami based himself on the reference made in the 
Gaotang inscription rather than on his finds at this site. The earliest manuscripts found at Olon Sume date from 
the sixteenth century and are thus unrelated to the Öngüt and King George’s library.47  
Egami further pointed out that the western end of the outer compound, where no architectural remains 
could be distinguished, may have been used as army barracks, outdoor market or caravanserai. The Japanese 
researcher suspected that under the surface a grid plan of streets was hidden and that the site was used for ger-
tents.48 As discussed above, the use of ger-tents as churches is attested and one would assume that such 
dwellings were used among the Öngüt for other purposes as well.  
Apart from the Nestorian gravestones and foundation stones, Egami documented a great number of 
carved plinths decorated with lotus petals and decorations ‘used during the Liao, Jin, Song and Yuan periods’ 
and carved stones interpreted by Egami as holders for flagpoles, containers to store water (‘perhaps even for 
baptism’) and mortars and threshers. Gai too documented a number of objects which reveal that the Öngüt 
practised or were at least acquainted with agriculture. Egami further recorded a great quantity of shards, mostly 
thought to have come from bowls or animal models of the Song and Yuan periods, as well as a number of small 
fragments of soft pottery fragments of dishes, vases and bowls which the researcher believed ‘to have been 
brought from Islamic regions’.49 In addition to the clay figure found at the ‘Roman Catholic Church site’, Egami 
documented a terracotta head of a Buddhist image and a head with a slender face and slanted eyes below waving 
hair kept together with a headband. Egami speculated that the latter figure represented a Nestorian figure. Egami 
also recorded a total of fifteen bronze coins dating from the Tang, Song, Liao and Jin periods at Olon Sume.50 
These and coins from the Song and Yuan excavated by Gai firmly place Olon Sume in the Nestorian period of 
Inner Mongolia.51   
 Olon Sume was most probably deserted or perhaps even destroyed after the fall of the Yuan. Both Egami 
and Gai noted that parts of the city they found had been destroyed by fire. Egami speculated that the Ming troops 
had destroyed the site and taken objects, such as a stele positioned on a turtle base encountered outside the city 
remains, away as war trophies. Given the association of the Öngüt with the Mongols of the Yuan this would be a 
most likely scenario. The last of the few dated tomb epitaphs found at the site date from 132752 and Chen Yuan 
places the erection of the Wangfu-tablet around 1340, towards the end of the Mongol empire.53 To my 
knowledge, no indications have been found that Nestorian Öngüt still inhabited Olon Sume much longer after 
1368 when the Yuan administration fell. Gai notes that the Öngüt declined under the Ming and may have been 
assimilated into other Mongolian peoples.54  
 The current Mongolian name for the remains at Olon Sume-in Tor has been translated, in its various 
spellings and transcriptions,55 as ‘Ruins of Nine Temples’ or ‘Ruins of Many temples’.56 The name was thus 
most probably given to the site after the departure of the Öngüt and perhaps even after the departure of the 
Buddhist community after the seventeenth century57 when Olon Sume had become a ruin. 
                                                
42 For sizes see: Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) 93 nr. 82. 
43 Egami (1952) 164 and Egami (2000) 37.  
44 Egami’s ‘third example’: Egami (2000) 37. 
45 For an exact location see: Egami (2000) 24 Fig. 1 (Site V). 
46 Egami, (2000) 27-38. 
47 For general remarks see: Heissig (1962) 294; for a detailed study on these documents see: Heissig (1976). 
48 Egami refers to ‘Mongolian bao’: Egami (2000) 39.  
49 Egami (2000) 43 and 44-45. 
50 Egami (2000) 45 and Fig. 4 on the same page.  
51 Gai (1991) table on page 73. For these and other coins also see: Gai (1991) Plate I.V. 
52 Niu (2006a) 220. 
53 Chen Yuan (1938) 253. Paolillo dates the stele to November 1347: Paolillo (2006a) 368, note 40. 
54 Gai (1991) 394 ff.  
55 The site is known in Chinese as Alunsimu and in various other phonetic transcriptions.  
56 Lattimore (1934) 229 and Lattimore (1941) 101. 
57 The latest manuscripts from Olon Sume date from the seventeenth century, see: Heissig (1976).  
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I will further discuss the identification of Olon Sume and its relation to other sites in Section 6.6 of this 
chapter after introducing neighbouring sites inhabited by Nestorian Christians.  
 
6.2 Ulan Baishing (Chengbuzi)  
Martin’s Ulan Baishing (Mongolian for Red Building) is situated near the Chinese settlement of Chengbuzi 
some 25 km. north of Wulanhua or Siziwangqi in Siziwangqi banner.58 The remains lie along the western bank 
of the Shara Muren river. Upstream lay the important walled city of Boro Baishing. To the south runs a section 
of the Jin dynasty wall that divided the towns into southern and northern settlements.  
Martin and Lum did not encounter Nestorian gravestones at Chengbuzi and had no indication that the 
site was Nestorian.59 By 2001, however, the present author documented two Nestorian gravestones which had 
been recovered from a site where also statues had been found. In 2003 an additional stone was recorded.60 The 
local farmer who owned two of these stones stated he had dug up one other sample which he had sold to a 
visiting antiques-dealer.61 The presence of the gravestones confirms that Chengbuzi does have Nestorian origins. 
Gai mapped the site and lists the city walls as measuring some 900 by 800 m. As the site was not 
symmetrical the western wall was shorter than the eastern wall to provide for an extension with an entry.62 Gai 
identified the site as the historic settlement Jingzhou, listed in the Jinshi, the official records of the Jin dynasty.63  
An image published by Lum indicates that in 1936 the city walls were still visible and the steppe was 
used as pasture land.64 By 2001 the region was under intense cultivation of corn and other crops. Worse, by 2003 
the site had been much damaged by treasure seekers who uncovered pottery and other household goods from the 
remains (see Plate 12.3-12.4). The digging was so extensive that none of the city walls could be distinguished 
and it is to be feared that the site is now completely destroyed.  
 
6.3 Boro Baishing  
The city of Boro Baishing (Mongolian for Brown or Grey Building) lies on the north-western bank of a section 
in the Shara Muren river now also known in Chinese as the Tabuhe river. At the other side of the river, at a 
distance of some 2 km. from Boro Baishing, lies the cemetery of Wangmuliang where the prominent Nestorian 
family Yelü buried their deceased (see for this gravesite Chapter 7).65 This would suggest that the Nestorian 
Yelü lived in Boro Baishing. The city of Boro Baishing was built on a north-south axis with gates in the western, 
eastern and southern walls. The northern wall is, following Chinese design, uninterrupted.66 Martin, who 
estimated that the site measured some 720 by 600 m., described the city as ‘an outer rampart with two easily 
identifiable gates and an inner city’ and figured it had been ‘in all likelihood an important administrative 
centre’.67 The Canadian researcher further remarked that the site was, with Olon Sume and Mukhor Soborghan, 
one of several towns along an ancient caravan route and must have been ‘a town of both economic and military 
significance’. In his later publications on the Chinggis Khan’s conquest of northern China, Martin identified the 
remains as the important historic site of ‘Ching-Chou’ listed in the Jinshi (presumably Jingzhou) but may have 
erred here.68  
                                                
58 Martin identifies both Ulan Baishing and Boro Baishing as situated to a modern village named Chengbuzi. In the case of 
Ulan Baishing this is correct. In the case of Boro Baishing this identification is doubtful and may be a result from a mistake 
made by Martin in estimating his distances, see also my remarks below regarding the distance between Boro Baishing and 
Wangmuliao. 
59 Lum (1981) 175.  
60 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 1-3.  
61 Based on interviews with Han Chinese grave looter and farmer Mr. L., Chengbuzi, August 2003, November 2003, August 
2004, November 2004 and July 2005.  
62 Gai (1991) 114 and Map II.V. 
63 Gai (1991) 113. 
64 Lum (1981) Photo 17. See also: Martin (1938) Plate V c. 
65 Martin estimates the distance between the two sites ‘about 15 kilometres’ but this must have been a mistake, perhaps 
caused by the detour he had to make to cross the river, see: Martin (1938) 239. Martin nevertheless argued that the Boro 
Baishing was inhabited by those buried in Wangmuliang.  
66 See: Gai (1991) Map II.VIII. 
67 Martin (1938) 240-241 and Plan 5 in the same publication.  
68 Martin (1950) 129, note 32 and Martin (1943) 192-193, note 2.  
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 Gai, who identified the remains with the Chinese transcription Boluobansheng, excavated a great 
number of objects from the site, including tiles, pottery, mirrors and a sculpted oxen and dragon.69 According to 
the map drawn by Gai the site measures some 600 by 750 m. and was positioned on a north-south axis.70 Gai too 
connected the site to the graveyard at Wangmuliao.71  
At the time Martin visited Boro Bashing the site was already used for the cultivation of crops. By 2005 
this cultivation had become intensive and the entire city compound enclosed by the walls was in use for 
agriculture. Earth from the walls had been utilized to fertilize fields or was dug away to construct storage space 
to preserve vegetables. A number of Chinese settlers used the southern wall of the city for the construction of 
their farm houses. The remains inside the city walls were thus much damaged but the general lay out of the site 
remains well preserved (see Plate 4.1-4.4).  
 
6.4 Mukhor Soborghan  
Mukhor Soborghan (Mongolian for Pagoda Without Top or Chorten Without a Top)72 was founded at the 
southern side of a bend in the Jin dynasty wall. At the northern end of the site stands a striking hill with a 
horizontal summit which gives the city its current name (see Plate 14.3; 14.5 and 14.6).  
To the north-eastern and north-western side of the city flow two small rivers that join each other at the 
northern corner of the city. The city walls are positioned in a rectangle on a east-western axis with the four 
corners of the city pointing into the four compass directions. According to Martin’s map the site measured some 
570 by 570 m.73 Outside the north eastern side of the city a cemetery is positioned. A number of Nestorian 
gravestones recorded in the vicinity of the city remains indicate the presence of a Nestorian community in the 
city (for these stones and the associated gravesites see Chapter 7).   
Gai estimated that the city originated from the Yuan dynasty. It was at Mukhor Soborghan (Gai uses the 
Chinese transcription Muhuersuobugan) that Gai discovered a previously unrecorded object in the shape of a 
large stone dome decorated with a cross (see Plate 19.5). 74 As a hole was drilled vertically through the object 
Gai speculated that the object had been used as a stand for a flagpole.75 If this is the case one can wonder 
whether this flag would have depicted a cross, like the banner carried by Naian, the failed insurgent executed by 
Khubilai mentioned earlier.  
Compared to Olon Sume, the walls of Mukhor Soborghan are much weathered and reduced to shallow 
structures which are now barely visible. In 2003 the site was much damaged by grave looters who had dug a 
number of holes and tunnels into both city and cemetery. A great number of stone objects, bricks and pottery 
shards remained scattered at the site. The site was provisionally protected with a fence to keep out cattle.  
 
6.5 Derriseng Khutug  
The settlement of Derriseng Khutug (Mongolian for Thick Grass Well) is situated a few kilometers north of 
Zhaohe. The remains consist of a simple earthen enclosure divided into two yards by an inner wall. Derriseng 
Khutuk is positioned on a sloping hill on a east-western axis with the four corners pointing into the four compass 
directions. The north-eastern wall features a gate protected by outer walls.76  
One kilometer to the west of Derriseng Khutug lay, according to researchers, Bitchik Jellag where the 
early researchers had documented a Nestorian gravestone with a Nestorian cross and unique birdlife depictions. 
As most Nestorian settlements are characterized by a nearby cemetery it is most likely that the Nestorian 
inhabitants of Derriseng Khutug were buried at the Nestorian gravesite of Bitchik Jellag (for this gravesite see 
Chapter 7). It must however be noted that other such Nestorian gravesites are frequently positioned to the east of 
the settlements whereas this is not the case with Bitchik Jellag.  
By 2005 Derriseng Khutuk consisted of a rectangle of much eroded walls marked by white stones (see 
Plate 13.5-13.6). No Nestorian remains, or other objects indicating the presence of a settlement, could be found 
                                                
69 See for instance the objects under: Gai (1991) Plate VIII.O, VIII.I, VIII.III etc. and Plate IX.O, IX.I, IX.II, IX.III 1-6 etc. 
70 Gai (1991) Map II.VIII. Also see: Gai (1991) 118. 
71 Gai (1991) 120. 
72 A chorten consists of a stone tower frequently containing the ashes or remains of a holy or other wise important person.  
73 Martin (1938) Plan 6. For a map with more detail see: Gai (1991) Fig. II.IX. 
74 Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.III and Halbertsma (2005a) Cone 56.  
75 Gai (1991) 279 see Plate I.VI.III. 
76 Martin (1938) Plan 1.  
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among the walls. The outline of the remains were only barely visible and the site was thus not known to many of 
the settlers living in the region.  
As the site is not fenced off and situated on land leased by a herder settler, cattle, such as sheep, horses 
and cows, still graze among the remains. Contrary to other sites, Derriseng Khutug was not in use as a tourist 
site, presumably because of its modest features.  
By 2005 the gravesite of Bitchik Jellag seemed to be unknown among the Han Chinese settlers living in 
the area.  I have not been able to visit the cemetery associated with Derriseng Khutug. 
 
6.6 Identification of Öngüt cities north of Daqingshan mountains  
The identification of these Nestorian city remains in Inner Mongolia has been much debated since the discovery 
of the Öngüt remains in the mid 1930s. Similar debates have been held regarding the identification of Marco 
Polo’s Tenduc, as well as Koshang and the related place names listed in the Jinshi and Yuanshi.77 The questions 
addressed here concern the identification of Nestorian or Öngüt settlements north of the Da Qingshan mountains 
and their relation to the historic place names listed in both western and Chinese chronicles and publications.78  
 Egami based his identification of Olon Sume as the royal capital of the Öngüt on the Wangfu-stele 
which listed a number of Öngüt kings. Egami identified the name on the stele of ‘Mazhahan, father of 
Badutiemuer’ as Zhaowang Mazhahan. Zhaowang Mazhahan is included in a list of local kings and their 
consorts from the Yuanshi. According to Egami this proved that Mazhahan ‘was Majaqan, a descendent of 
Alaqush Tegin-Qori and also that Olon-Sume was the site of the royal capital of the Ongut who were 
Nestorians’.79 Chen Yuan drew similar conclusions.80 Based on his identification of Olon Sume, Egami started, 
as detailed above, his search for four prominent buildings associated with King George (Montecorvino’s 
Catholic church, the royal palaces and library and the Nestorian church). According to Rabban Sauma’s 
chronicle, the Nestorian church of Koshang had been run by the father of Mar Markos, later Yaballaha III, 
during the reign of King Kunbuqa and King Aibuga. The latter kings were respectively the uncle and father of 
King George. Egami further concluded that also King George would also have ruled from Koshang. This is not 
necessarily the case as it was not unusual for such rulers to use double capitals. Egami’s identification of the 
Nestorian church, the Catholic church and King George’s library is, as demonstrated above, not without its 
problems. Egami’s identification of Olon Sume as Koshang is thus problematic.  
 The name Aibagh-in Gol for the river running along Olon Sume has been studied as another clue to the 
city’s origins. Egami suggested that the name could be translated as ‘Ay-buqa’s river’, suggesting that Olon 
Sume had been founded by the father of King George who was named Aibuga.81 This interpretation suggests 
Koshang was situated at Olon Sume. The former was, according to Rabban Sauma’s chronicle, after all ruled by 
the brothers Kunbuga and, indeed, Aibuga.  
Lattimore, who does not make a connection between the name of the river and King Aibuga, suggested 
that the name originated from the seventeenth century and is based on a legend relating how an angered emperor 
commanded the river to flood and destroy the monastery at Bailingmiao (for this legend see Section 10.1). 
Lattimore thus interpreted the name Aibagh-in Gol as ‘River of Fear’.82 The Mongolist did however note that 
this interpretation may be ‘no more than popular etymology and that the name may be a corruption of some other 
word’.83 Gai has pointed out that the river was known in ancient times as Heishui, or Dark Stream in Chinese.84 
The Turkic and Mongol peoples undoubtedly had a Turkic name for the city and the Chinese identification does 
not solve the problems regarding the origin of Olon Sume either.  
 Lattimore was the first to speculate that Olon Sume might have been one of double capitals used by the 
Öngüt. Martin too wrote in this respect of Olon Sume as a summer capital.85 Gai, who was of the opinion that 
Olon Sume was the one and only capital of the Öngüt, further identified the site as the Yuan Dynasty Heishui 
                                                
77 For a recent study on these sites see: Paolillo (2006a).  
78 For a discussion of other historic places connected to the Öngüt and Nestorian Christians, for instance south of the 
Daqingshan mountains, see Paolillo (2006a).  
79 Egami (2000) 16 
80 Chen Yuan (1938) 252-253. 
81 Egami (2000) 48. 
82 I will return to this and other legends regarding the origins of Olon Sume, Aibagh-in Gol and Bailingmiao in the Chapters 
9 and 10 of the present study. 
83 Lattimore (1934) 227. 
84 Gai (1991) 96. 
85 Martin (1938) 245. 
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Xincheng, literally New City on the Dark Stream. This name was according to the Chinese archaeologist at a 
later stage changed into Deninglu.86 Gai based himself on several passages in the Yuanshi. In his study on urban 
structures among the Öngüt, Italian researcher Paulillo re-examines these passages and concludes that the name 
change of Heishui Xincheng, New City on the Dark Stream, into Jing’an County took place in 1305 and was 
followed by another name change into Deninglu in 1318.  
It must be pointed out that the ancient names for Olon Sume are all recorded in Chinese and it is most 
unlikely that the Öngüt would have used any of these names for their city. The name changes suggest in the first 
place that the city was not simply a static city but evolved according to the needs of time or perhaps changed 
hands. These developments may also be reflected in the modifications to the city. Egami already suggested that 
the inner compound was at some point extended with a western section.87 Other Japanese research on the scale 
and dimensions of the city and objects from the site, suggests that the current city structure dates from sometime 
between the 1260s and mid-1270s and is an enlargement of a smaller city originating from the Jin period.88  
Paolillo concluded that at the time of King George Olon Sume, then called the New City, was one of the 
Öngüt capitals and the site where Montecorvino built his church. The Italian researcher however considered that 
the time necessary for the voyage from Beijing to Koshang described in the chronicle of Rabban Sauma and the 
journey from Beijing to King George’s capital described in the letter of Montecovino (respectively 15 and 20 
days) indicated that Olon Sume and Koshang could not be identified as one and the same place and were most 
probably a northern and a southern capital. In Paolillo’s scenario, the Catholic church of Montecorvino and the 
Nestorian church ran by the father of Yaballaha III were thus situated in different capitals. Paolillo’s 
conclusions, in other words, opposed Egami’s view that both buildings were constructed at the same site. 
My findings regarding the identification of Koshang and Olon Sume as two different sites tally with 
Paolillo’s conclusions but are based on different observations. To start with, conclusions regarding the difference 
of five days  - between Montecorvino’s 20 day journey from Khanbaleq (Beijing) to Olon Sume and Rabban 
Sauma’s and Mar Markos’ 15 day journey from Khanbaleq to King George’s capital -must be treated with 
caution. If Montecorvino and Rabban Sauma and his companion had travelled to the same site, the time 
difference between the two journeys could have well resulted from the fact that Mar Markos hailed from Olon 
Sume and was thus more acquainted with the region or seeking assistance en route whereas Montecorvino, who 
was new to the region, simply travelled slower. Alternatively, it is not unthinkable Montecorvino exaggerated 
the distance to King George’s capital to justify not having travelled there to prevent his recent converts from 
returning to the Nestorian faith.  
The identification of Olon Sume as Koshang, however, seems most unlikely given the time that Rabban 
Sauma and his companion would have needed to cover the distance between Khanbaleq, present Beijing, and 
Olon Sume. According to the chronicle of Rabban Sauma, it had taken Mar Markos ‘fifteen days with great 
fatigue’ to journey from Koshang to the ‘isolated place in the mountains one day from Beijing’ where Rabban 
Sauma dwelled.89 By the current road network the distance between Beijing and Olon Sume totals some 780 km. 
and includes a series of steep passes north of Beijing and two further passes over Daqingshan mountains.90 This 
would mean that the two monks travelled over 50 km. per day, fifteen days in a row. Even by horse this seems 
unlikely – regardless whether the two pilgrims travelled by horse at all. This distance may have been even longer 
if Rabban Sauma’s and Mar Markos’ starting point was in the Fangshan mountains south-west of Beijing, as 
presumed by some.91 Based on the number of days mentioned in Rabban Sauma’s chronicle, it thus seems 
unlikely that Olon Sume can be identified as Koshang.  
These findings tally with Paolillo’s conclusions and suggest that Koshang was situated at a closer 
proximity to Beijing, i.e. to the south of Olon Sume and the Daqingshan mountains. This geographic positioning 
also tallies with Gai’s research. Gai identified present Tuoketuo, a site east of Hohhot as Koshang. According to 
Gai and others Koshang was listed in the Yuanshi as Dongsheng.92 Gai’s conclusions also imply that Olon Sume 
and Koshang can not be identified as one and the same city.93  
                                                
86 Gai (1991) 96-103.  
87 Egami (2000) 26. 
88 Shiraisi (2003) 76.  
89 Montgomery (1927) 29-31. 
90 Beijing-Zhangjiakou-Hohhot-Bailingmiao-Olon Sume (230+330+190+30 km) = 760 km. See for this route my travel 
account: Halbertsma (2005b) Chapter 2 and 3.  
91 See for instance: Pelliot (1973) 250-251; Rossabi (1992) 34. 
92 Pelliot (1914) 634; Dardess (1973) 147; Paolillo (2006a) 361 ff; Van Mechelen (2001) 65. 
93 Gai (1991) 301.  
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These scenarios mean that Egami’s identification of the archaeological remains at Olon Sume as the 
Nestorian church of the father of Mar Markos, Yaballaha III, is problematic. Given the tiles documented at Olon 
Sume and the Nestorian heritage found at the remains, it remains most possible that the ruin identified by Egami 
was indeed a Nestorian church – albeit not the one ran by the father of Mar Markos, Yaballaha III. The 
conversion of the Nestorian King George and a number of his subjects to Roman Catholicism implies that there 
was a Nestorian church in his capital. Also, the twenty days referred to by Montecorvino (involving travel of 
almost 40 km. per day for 20 days in a row) seem few yet sufficient for the journey between Khanbaleq and 
Olon Sume if Montecorvino indeed travelled by horse. If Montecorvino exaggerated the number of days 
necessary for this journey, the identification of Olon Sume as King Georges capital with Montecorvino’s church 
becomes, however, most problematic.  
The available data to solve the location of Koshang and Kinge George’s capital thus seem insufficient to 
come to definite conclusions. The remaining medieval western sources on King George’s capital are as 
problematic. Polo describes Tenduc, the realm of King George, as a ‘province toward the sunrising which has 
towns and villages enough.’94 The remark does not clarify the location of King George’s capital but confirms the 
great number of settlements in the region. Marco Polo’s Tenduc has been identified with a number of city 
remains south of the Daqingshan mountains.95 Odoric of Pordenone’s Tozan (or Cosan) is now regarded to be 
the same city as Koshang.96 The Franciscan’s remark that the city was situated some 50 days west of Cathay is 
not helpful in identifying where Tozan, or indeed Koshang, was located. Pordenone described Tozan as ‘Prester 
John’s principle city,97 thus suggesting that the settlement was one of a number of cities.  
The discovery of the Wangfu-stele at Olon Sume provides clues regarding the identification of such 
other city remains. The stele was erected to commemorate the royal tutors of the Princes of Zhao (the title 
conferred on the Öngüt kings, including King George) and provided part of the genealogy of the descendents of 
King George, including George’s son John and his successors. The object had been commissioned around 1340 
by the ruling Prince of Zhao and was composed, according to the inscription, by an administrator from 
Jingzhou.98 Jingzhou has been recorded in the Jinshi as one of the prominent sites in the region99 and was most 
certainly inhabited by the Öngüt.100 Under the Jin dynasty, the city was part of a defense line established by the 
Jin rulers.101 After the decline of the Jin the city most probably served as a major relay city in a chain organized 
to handle tributary grain supplies in northern China.102 It is important to note that Jingzhou can not be identified 
as Olon Sume.103  
Martin described Jingzhou in his study on Chinggis Khan as a battle site and speculated it might be 
identified as Boro Baishing near Wangmuliang.104 According to the Canadian, the site was ‘the most extensive 
ruin in the northern part of the province’ and positioned some ‘40 km. south of the rampart constructed by 
emperor Madaku’ which corresponded with the description of the positioning of Jingzhou in the Jinshi.105 
Martin’s identification of Boro Baishing as the site of the ancient Jingzhou was in large based on a comparison 
of the size of the ruined cities. In his Preliminary Report Martin compared Boro Baishing to Mukhor Sorborghan 
and concluded that the latter was significantly smaller. Interestingly, Martin made no comparison of Boro 
Baishing with Ulan Baishing near Chengbuzi.106 Indeed, Martin had not been able to measure Ulan Baishing and 
was thus not aware that Ulan Baishing was in fact a much larger settlement than Boro Baishing.  
                                                
94 Moule and Pelliot (1938) 181. 
95 Paolillo (2006a) 365 ff.  
96 Pelliot (1914) 634 and Paolillo (2006a) 373. 
97 Yule and Cordier (1916) 245. 
98 Chen Yuan (1938) 252. 
99 Paolillo (2006a) 367, note 33. 
100 Pelliot (1914) 630.  
101 Paolillo (2006a) 367.  
102 Dardess (1973) 146-147.   
103 See Paulillo’s remark on the frequent but erroneous identification of Olon Sume as Jingzhou: Paolillo (2006a) 368, note 
40. Also Dardess seems to identify Olon Sume as Jingzhou: Dardess (1973) 147-148.  
104 Martin (1971) 129, note 32 and Martin (1943) 193. 
105 Martin (1971) 129, note 32. 
106 Martin (1938) 236 and 239 
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Gai, who had measured all ancient sites along the Shara Muren river and was thus able to compare Boro 
Baishing and Ulan Baishing,107 identified the remains of Ulan Baishing as Jingzhou.108 A comparison of Gai’s 
data shows that Ulan Baishing is significantly larger than Olon Sume or, indeed, every other site in the Öngüt 
region.  
The size of the sites is important as historical sources indicate that during the Jin dynasty Jingzhou 
housed some 6000 families.109 Given the great number of families living at Jingzhou, Jingzhou must have been a 
formidable city. It is thus most likely that Jingzhou was situated at Ulan Baishing rather than the smaller Boro 
Baishing. The great number of families that had inhabited the site may also be the reason why the remains are 
now so popular with treasure seekers. The site’s prominence may also be expressed in the presence of a spirit 
way with the largest number of grave sculptures found at a Nestorian settlement in Inner Mongolia. Finally, the 
fact that the author of the Wangfu-inscription hailed from Jingzhou points towards the prominence of this city: 
the author, a former ‘Expounder of Confucian Doctrines in Jingzhou’,110 had been commissioned from Jingzhou 
rather than another site.  
The discovery of the Wangfu-stele at Olon Sume suggests that the Princes of Zhao resided at Olon 
Sume. As the Olon Sume can not be identified as the Koshang of Aibuga and Kunbuga in Rabban Sauma’s 
chronicle, this would again reinforce the theory that the Öngüt ruled from double capitals, i.e. Olon Sume in the 
north and Koshang (or Dongsheng) in the south.  
 
6.7 Conclusions 
The historical sources on the Nestorian presence in northern China provide a number of tantalizing clues for the 
identification of Nestorian settlements in the field. 
Based on the details provided in Rabban Sauma’s chronicle, it is difficult to identify Olon Sume as 
Koshang. In this scenario, Egami’s identification of a Nestorian church, albeit not the one of the father of 
Yaballaha III, and the catholic church of Montecorvino at Olon Sume remains possible. This would imply that 
King Kunbuga and King Aibuga did not rule from Olon Sume when Rabban Sauma and Mar Markos visited 
Koshang but that their immediate descendant King George did reside at Olon Sume when he was visited by 
Montecorvino a decade or so later. This could in turn mean that the Öngüt kings ruled from different sites and 
perhaps utilized double capitals. In this scenario Olon Sume would be the northern capital of the Öngüt and 
Koshang the southern capital. It is likely that Koshang would have been positioned south of the Daqingshan 
mountains.  
The number of sites identified as Öngüt settlements inhabited by Nestorian Christians has been much 
expanded recently, especially through the research of Gai. Undoubtedly, this will re-open the debate regarding 
the identification of historical places.  
It is believed that the clues to the identification of the city remains lay in the field, especially in the case 
of Olon Sume where the remains of Montecorvino’s church may be buried. Only a thorough archaeological 
research can solve the identification of these remains. Given the continuing destruction of the Nestorian sites in 
Inner Mongolia such excavations have now become urgent. That said, the loss of the archaeological remains of 
these sites due to looting, early excavation or tourist exploitation may prove a major obstacle for the 
identification of such sites and historical place names. 
                                                
107 According to Gai’s maps Ulan Baishing (listed by Gai as Jingzhou) measured some 900 by 800 m. and Boro Baishing 
some 750 by 600 m. Note that the former site is not symmetrical.  
108 Gai (1991) 113-114. For a map see Map II.V in the same publication.  
109 Paolillo (2006a) 367.  
110 Chen Yuan (1938) 252. 
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PLATE 7. OLON SUME 
 
 
1. City remains, mainly south-west outer wall, 
viewed from inside city remains/ IB2005 
 
 
 
2. South-east outer wall, viewed from inside city 
remains/ IB2005 
 
3. North-east outer wall, viewed from inside city 
remains/ TH2002 
 
 
4. North-west outer wall, viewed from inside city 
remains/ IB2005 
 
5. South-west outer wall, viewed from outside city 
remains / IB2005 
 
 
6. Terrace in city with chorten stacked of bricks/ 
TH2001 
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PLATE 8. OLON SUME 
 
 
1. North-east wall outer wall, viewed from inside city remains in 1930s/  
Egami (2000) Plate 12 B 
 
2. North-east wall outer wall, viewed from inside city remains in 2005/  
IB 2005 
 
                               3. North-east outer wall in 2005 with overlap of Egami (2000) Plate 12 B 
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PLATE 9. OLON SUME 
 
 
1. Inner city remains of Olon Sume/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Earth mounds and bricks of terraces/ IB2005 
 
3. Stone remains and pottery/ IB2005 
 
 
4. Inner city/ TH2001 
 
 
5. Pottery, tile ends and brick 
remains/ TH2001 
 
6. Chorten stacked from bricks/ 
TH2001 
 
7. Tunnel dug into earth mount/ 
TH2001 
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PLATE 10. OLON SUME 
 
 
1. Outer walls from west corner of city remains/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Turtle base inside city remains in 1930s, compare 
to image to right/ Egami (2000) Plate 19 A 
 
 
3. Damaged turtle base in 2005, photographed and 
documented as intact by Egami in 1930s, see image 
to left/ IB2005 
 
4. Olon Sume from north corner in 1930s, compare to image below/ Egami (2000) Plate 10 A  
 
  
5. Olon Sume from north corner in 2005, compare to image above/ IB2005 
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PLATE 11. OLON SUME 
 
 
1. Two Nestorian gravestones deposited inside city 
remains in 2005/ IB2005 
 
 
2. One of two turtle bases returned to Olon Sume in 
2005/ IB2005 
 
3. Pair of stone lions returned to Olon Sume in 2005/ 
IB2005 
 
 
4. Rearranged bricks and fragments of bricks and 
pottery inside city remains in 2005/ IB2005  
 
5. Two headstones of steles 
returned to Olon Sume in 2005/ 
IB2005 
 
6. Two tomb sculptures returned to 
Olon Sume in 2005 / IB2005 
 
7. Fragment of turtle base remaining 
at Olon Sume in 2001/ TH2001  
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PLATE 12. BIQIGETUHAOLAI AND ULAN BAISHING 
 
 
1. Biqigetuhaolai/ TH2003 
 
 
2. Biqigetuhaolai viewed from west/ TH2003 
 
3. City remains of Ulan Baishing/ IB2005 
 
 
4. City remains of Ulan Baishing / IB2005 
 
5. Gravesite north-west of city remains of Ulan 
Baishing/ TH2001 
 
 
6. Gravesite north-west of city remains of Ulan 
Baishing/ TH2001 
 
 104 
PLATE 13. BORO BAISHING AND DERRISENG KHUTUG 
 
 
1. City remains of Boro Baishing/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Collapsed vegetable storage in outer wall of Boro 
Baishing/ IB2005 
 
3. Outer wall of Boro Baishing and Gucheng Nan/ 
IB2005 
 
 
4. Outer wall of Boro Baishing with vegetable 
storages/ IB2005 
 
5. City remains of Derriseng Khutug/ IB2005 
 
 
6. Outer wall of Derriseng Khutug/ IB2005 
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PLATE 14. MUKHOR SOBORGHAN 
 
 
1. Gravestones in well west of Mukhor Soborghan/ 
TH2003 
 
 
2. Gravestone west of Mukhor 
Soborghan/ TH2003 
 
3. Cemetery north-east of Mukhor Soborghan with 
in the background the hill which the city remains 
are named after/ TH2003 
 
 
4. Looted grave west of Mukhor Soborghan/ TH2003 
 
 
5. Cemetery north-east of Mukhor 
Soborghan/TH2003 
 
6. Cemetery north-east of Mukhor 
Soborghan/TH2003 
 
7. Cemetery north-east of Mukhor 
Soborghan/TH2003 
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PLATE 15. WANGMULIAO 
 
1. Cemetery and remains of grave at Wangmuliang/ 
IB2005 
 
 
2. Turtle base at Wangmuliang/ IB2005 
 
3. Recently constructed Han-Chinese grave at 
Wangmuliang/IB2005 
 
 
4. Recently constructed Han-Chinese grave at 
Wangmuliang/ IB2005  
 
5. fragment of a Nestorian 
gravestone at Wangmuliang/ 
TH2001 
 
6. Remains of graves at 
Wangmuliang/ TH2001 
 
7. Fragments of stone remains at 
Wangmuliang/ TH2001 
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MAP 4. NESTORIAN GRAVESITES IN DAMAOQI AND SIZIWANGQI 
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CHAPTER 7. NESTORIAN GRAVESITES AND GRAVE MATERIAL FROM INNER MONGOLIA  
When a culture has left limited written traces, graves and grave objects often become the major source of 
cultural information. The Nestorian culture of Inner Mongolia is no exception. The traces of the Nestorian 
material culture of the Öngüt mainly consist of the city remains discussed in the previous chapter and a great 
number of graves and associated objects.  
In this chapter I will discuss the different Nestorian grave sites and graves in Inner Mongolia. The 
presentation of this grave material is arranged by type and geographical origin. I will limit myself to the 
presentation of the material characteristics of Nestorian grave material in Chapter 7 and contextualise the 
different aspects of the grave material in Chapter 8. Readers solely interested in the analysis of this material may 
want to skip to Chapter 8 for a contextualization of the material culture of the Nestorian Öngöt.  
The Nestorian graves in Inner Mongolia can be divided into four general types.111 The first category 
concerns rock-graves with multiple flagstones. Graves of this first type have been found at Biqigetuhaolai and 
Olon Sume and mainly portray Turkic influences. A number of these graves also portray Chinese characteristics.  
The second category concerns simple tombs with grave stones. These graves were strongly influenced 
by Chinese burial customs and can be found at Wangmuliang, Mukhor Soborghan, Bitchik Jellag Chengbuzi and 
again Olon Sume.  
The third category concerns grave sites with Chinese grave sculptures. Grave sculptures have been 
recorded and documented at Olon Sume, Wangmuliang and Chengbuzi.  
The fourth category concerns graves marked with pillars. Christian graves of this category have only 
been found at Shizhuziliang. The gravesite of Shizhuziliang is furthermore unique as it seems that the site was at 
some point used by Roman Catholics or, at the very least, influenced by Roman Catholic iconography.  
In addition to these grave types, I will discuss material finds that can not be traced to a particular grave 
or tomb - such as bricks, stone coffin slabs and unidentified objects - but that are nevertheless relevant to the 
Nestorian heritage of Inner Mongolia. 
For my sources I will rely on publications of field researchers introduced above, general studies of 
graves in China, and my own field work.  
 
7.1 Turkic style rock-graves and Nestorian steles  
It must be pointed out that the Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt did not introduce a specific grave type in 
the region but rather modified existing grave customs which they extended with their own particular practices. In 
order to see what makes these graves in Inner Mongolia Nestorian, it is thus important to relate them to other 
burial customs practised among the Öngüt. Such comparisons also clarify how the Nestorian culture in Inner 
Mongolia differed from other Nestorian traditions in the wider region. In order to understand the Turkic style 
rock-graves and steles of the Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt, it is helpful to make a brief digression and 
first introduce here some finds made by a number of foreign expeditions which are related to the Nestorian 
graves in Inner Mongolia.  
 
7.1.1 Characteristics of Turkic graves in the region  
In 1927 Folke Bergman – charged with the archaeological research of Sven Hedin’s Sino-Swedish Expedition 
and assisted by Söderbom112 - documented a number of graves around Bailingmiao and along the Aibagh-in Gol 
river. The graves recorded by Bergman are of importance here, as they portray striking similarities with the ones 
excavated by Gai at the Nestorian gravesites of Biqigetuhaolai and Olon Sume.  
Bergman contributed extensively to the expedition report on the history of the Sino-Swedish expedition 
but passed away before he could publish a report on his archaeological finds in Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang.113 
Some years later, in 1950, Bergman’s fieldwork was posthumously published by John Maringer. Maringer had 
not been part of the expedition in Inner Mongolia but based his report on Bergman’s detailed notes, maps and 
collections.114  
                                                
111 A fifth category may have existed at the Chifeng site where a unique Nestorian glazed and painted brick was encountered 
after a landslide. The absence of any data on the grave or other origin complicates such categorization. For this object see: 
Hamilton and Niu (1994).  
112 Bergman (1945) 7.  
113 Bergman (1945). 
114 Maringer (1950) X ff. 
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The archaeological expedition report presents mainly pre-historic objects from the Stone Age and 
includes only one paragraph on the grave sites documented by Bergman in Inner Mongolia. Maringer writes:  
 
In the surroundings of Beli-miao [Bailingmiao, TH] there were also numerous old stone graves, mostly 
flat stone pavings, only a few being cairns… In 1927 Bergman excavated some of them. In one grave he 
found a few sheep’s bones, but nothing that would date them to the Stone Age. Other graves of several 
different types proved to be very common… they were frequently found in groups constituting smaller 
burial grounds….115  
 
The report’s very short reference to grave sites in Inner Mongolia was expanded by Maringer in an article 
contributed to Monumenta Serica a few years later.116 In this contribution Maringer distinguished several grave 
types in Inner Mongolia. His ‘künstlich aus Steinen errichtete oder durch Steine markierte Grabstätten, kurz 
“Steingräber”’ - or rock-graves as I will call them here- are of importance to the present study because of their 
resemblance to a number of Nestorian graves.117 The graves consist of natural untreated stones and rocks 
positioned in a circle or square around the site where the corpse is buried. Rubruck seems to have noted this 
particular type of grave.118 Maringer identified the rock-graves (Steingräber) in the Bailingmiao region as the 
‘Khereksur-type’ from the ‘Turkic Period between the eights and tenth centuries’.119 Bergman did not encounter 
Steingräber in the deserts east of Bailingmiao. Bergman, and Maringer, therefore believed that most of these 
graves were concentrated in the steppe.120 Maringer concluded that the graves from the Turkic period were not 
limited to northern Mongolia but also distributed in Inner Mongolia.121 
From the end of the nineteenth century much research on these and other Turkic graves in Mongolia has 
been conducted by Russian archaeologists and scholars.122 A number of Khereksur situated in Mongolia were 
also excavated and superficially documented by the American Central Asiatic Expedition organized by Roy 
Chapman Andrews in the 1920s.123 Today a number of such graves can still be found in the steppes and Altai 
mountains of Mongolia.124  
The resemblance of the graves documented by Bergman and Gai, necessitates an examination of the 
organization of Turkic graves. The Turkic Khereksur-graves of this type are strongly connected with the cult of 
the East. This cult gives particular attention to the sunrise and the orientation towards the east. The steppe 
peoples of Central Asia and Mongolia following this cult were frequently of Turkic origin. The cult was 
expressed in the organization of space. I have already related above, how Turkic peoples in the steppe 
traditionally positioned their ger-tents towards the East, and in some cases still do so today.125 The practice may 
also have been expressed, as mentioned above, in the Öngüt organization of cities which were designed on an 
east-west axis. Likewise, Turkic graves built according to this cult were oriented towards the sunrise, i.e. the 
grave stones and other markers were aligned on an east-western axis with the stones facing east. The peoples 
following this cult are thus set apart from Han-Chinese communities, who preferred an orientation towards the 
South and, for instance, Muslim communities who prayed and oriented their mosques towards Mecca, which lay, 
from an Öngüt perspective, to the West. 
The cult of the East fitted the Nestorian Christians well. The Church of the East emphasized the Second 
Coming of Christ which, according to Matthew XXIV, 27, is announced through lightning in the East. The 
Nestorian Christians thus faced east during prayer and positioned their crosses in this direction.126 This 
orientation was noted by Liang Xiang who, in his description of the Yelikewen of Zhenjiang in Central China, 
remarked:  
 
                                                
115 Maringer (1950) 13. 
116 Maringer (1955).  
117 Maringer (1955) 305.  
118 Jackson (1990) 96. See in this context also Barthold (1970) 198 note 10 and 203.  
119 Maringer (1955) 309-313. 
120 Maringer (1955) 303 and 306. 
121 Maringer (1955) 312-313. 
122 See the many references to Russian studies in: Barthold (1970).  
123 Andrews (1932) 77-78 and 319-320. 
124 Halbertsma (2003a) 168, 172-173; Halbertsma (2005e).  
125 Barthold (1970) 217. 
126 Dauvillier (1956a) 302. 
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The worship towards the east is regarded as the principal thing in the religion [of the Nestorian 
Christians, TH]… The fact is that the sun rises in the east, all things are born in the east.127 
 
Liang’s remark regarding the preferred orientation of the Nestorian Christians in Zhenjiang is most relevant. 
Gai found a number of the corpses at Biqigehatuhaolai and Wangmuliang positioned with ‘the head 
pointing to the West’.128 I would argue that this means that the corpses were facing east, and that the people who 
had designed and constructed these graves thus followed the cult of the East. Kuhn argues that ‘most Chinese 
tombs were not aligned in a certain direction though an arrangement on a south-north axis was theoretically 
preferred’. 129 Indeed, many Chinese simple tombs face south.130 According to an eleventh century work on grave 
etiquette, quoted in this context by Kuhn, ‘emperors were buried in ancient times with their heads to the 
north’.131 The deceased were, in other words, facing south. The alignment of the corps on an east-west axis with 
the head pointing west is frequent encountered in Nestorian burials and can thus be considered a Nestorian 
custom.  
Interestingly, a number of Nestorian gravesites, such as those at Olon Sume and Mukhor Soborghan, are 
located to the north-east of city remains. The positioning of these gravesites may constitute a further indication 
of the prominence of the cult of the East among the Nestorians.  
Gai’s images and descriptions of the Öngüt graves at Olon Sume and Biqigehtuhaolai suggests that they 
are Turkic rock-graves of the Steingräber-type.132 This identification implies that rock-graves continued to be in 
use in Inner Mongolia well after the Turkic period by a people who had adopted Nestorian Christianity. Barthold 
remarked that ‘among nomad tribes in general ancient burial customs were only very gradually ousted by the 
appearance of a new religion’.133 Rubruck too seemed to refer to a ‘baptised’ Christian who was buried in 
traditional steppe fashion which included the draping of horse hides over poles and offerings of meat and mare’s 
milk, suggesting that burial customs for Christian converts did not dramatically change.134 Given the Turkic 
origins of the Öngüt, the continuation of rock-graves by Nestorian Christians seems also likely. 
The expansion of traditional funerary practices with Chinese and Turkic funerary customs is noted 
among peoples that the Nestorian Öngüt were close to, including the Mongols. It is however unlikely that the 
Nestorian burial customs were much influenced by Mongol practices. Barthold points out that the descendants of 
Chinggis Khan continued shamanistic practices in their burial customs in spite of strong Chinese and Turkic 
cultural influences.135 The khans were buried in inaccessible and often secret places where access was forbidden. 
The grave itself was unmarked to further guarantee secrecy on its location.136 The taboos and secrecy 
surrounding the burial sites of the Mongols and the killing of people who accidentally encountered funeral 
processions have contributed to our general lack of knowledge on the burial customs of Mongol khans.137 Turkic 
peoples did not have these taboos regarding grave sites. The Nestorian rock-graves in Inner Mongolia are clearly 
marked with stones and rocks and thus seem not much influenced by Mongol burial practises. Instead, graves 
from Nestorian Christians under the Mongol rule incorporated Chinese aspects.  
In the following two sections I will introduce the material aspects of Turkic styled rock graves 
encountered at Biqigetuhaolai and Olon Sume and attempt to point out the influences that have shaped this 
heritage. At the end of both sections I will evaluate the condition of the site at the start of the twenty-first century 
and summarize the implications of the site’s current condition for further research.138  
 
 
 
                                                
127 Moule (1930) 146.  
128 Gai (1991) 187, Grave M1. 
129 Kuhn (1994b) 45.  
130 For an example see: Laing (1978) 4-5.  
131 Kuhn (1994b) 45. 
132 Compare: Maringer (1950) Pl I.2, Pl. V.2 and Maringer (1955) Taf. I-III with Gai (1991) Plate I.I.I, I.I.II, Illustration 
I.II.O 1-4.  
133 Barthold (1970) 203.  
134 Jackson (1990) 95-96. 
135 Barthold (1970) 203-204. 
136 Barthold (1970) 204 ff. 
137 Barthold (1970) 206-207. 
138 I have visited these sites between 2001 and 2005. 
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7.1.2 Rock-graves and steles at Biqigetuhaolai  
Martin remarked how, in 1936, local Mongol herders told him about ‘a tomb site some twelve kilometres north 
of Olon Sume’. The Canadian never visited the site but speculated that it ‘might prove a ‘second Wangmuliang 
and perhaps turn out to be the resting place of the King George’.139 The site referred to is most probably 
Biqigetuhaolai. The cemetery proved as interesting as Martin speculated but there are no indications that King 
George was buried there.  
Biqigetuhaolai is some fifteen kilometres north-west of Olon Sume. The Chinese name Biqigetuhaolai 
used by Gai seems a Chinese transcription of the ‘Bicigtü-Qoghulai’, Mongolian for ‘Ravine with 
inscriptions’.140 Biqigetuhaolai overlooks a valley situated to its south and is surrounded by hills on the three 
remaining sides (see Plate 12.1-12.2). The orientation of the site towards the south suggests a Chinese influence. 
In 1973, when Gai excavated the site, the cemetery was enclosed by the remains of a thirty centimetre high wall. 
Gai recorded some nineteen graves inside the cemetery and four further graves outside the walls. Gai identified 
the tombs as vertical shaft tombs of the simple tomb type.141 The graves were marked with circles of rocks 
indicating they were of Maringer’s Steingräber or khereksur-type, i.e. rock-graves.142 Gai too seems to interpret 
the graves as Turkic.143 The importance of the site is highlighted by Gai’s speculation that King George might 
have been buried at the site.144  
Gai discovered that all graves had been looted and only a few objects, such as the leather sole of a shoe, 
remained. Gai’s excavation remarks further reveal that the wooden coffins were positioned with the head-end 
towards the west. The deceased were thus, as submitted above, facing east. The latter positioning suggests of 
course a Turkic influence in addition to the rather Chinese-style southward positioning of the site as a whole.  
Gai unearthed nine important stone fragments at the sites.145 The fragments featured inscriptions in, 
presumably, the Syriac script and depictions of crosses and flowers also found on objects discovered at other 
Nestorian sites. Based on these decorations Gai identified Biqigetuhaolai as a Nestorian cemetery.146 Gai’s 
descriptions of these objects are most limited and the images of the objects frequently too small for careful 
study.147 As Gai’s source material is generally not easily accessed, I have included Gai’s images in Appendix 
2.3.1 and 2.3.2 of this study.148 
Gai lists the objects as mubei. Chinese mubei generally list only the name and date of death and burial of 
the deceased. As such, mubei differ from muzhiming (extensive epitaphs inscribed on stone steles inside the 
tomb) and shendao beiming (extensive epitaphs inscribed on stone steles erected above ground at the end or 
beginning of a spirit way leading to the tomb).149 Given the length of the inscriptions and the script they are 
written in, Gai’s interpretation of the nine stone fragments as mubei is problematic. It thus seems Gai used the 
term in a general way for a wide range of stone slabs encountered at graves or simply as ‘grave stone’.  
One of the slabs documented by Gai deserves further mention here as it features a segment of a cross 
depiction similar to a number of decorations found on six stone fragments documented by the present author in 
2003 at the cultural relics yard of Bailingmiao (see for one of these slabs Plate 19.2).150 The six objects feature a 
highly distinct pattern along the edges, floral depictions and what appear to be sections of cross depictions with 
circular discs. The slabs most probably originated from a stone coffin chamber. Given the resemblance of the 
depictions to the stone slab recorded by Gai at Biqigetuhaolai, it is not unlikely that these six fragments also 
                                                
139 Martin (1936) 245. 
140 Niu, Desreumaux and Marsone (2004) 147. 
141 Gai (1991) 189. See for this type also Kuhn (1996) 43.  
142 Gai (1991) Plate I.I.I. and I.I.II. 
143 Gai (1991) 209 ff. 
144 Gai (1991) 211. 
145 Gai (1991) Plate I.V.VII 1-9 
146 Gai (1991) 270. 
147 Gai (1991) 270-271. For a table regarding the graves from Biqigetuhaolai see: Gai (1991) 189. 
148 Gai’s publication is generally not available in western libraries. The author’s research project has made Gai (1991) and 
other relevant publications on the Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia, such as Li and Wei (1994) Wei (1997), available to the 
library of the Sinological Institute of Leiden University, The Netherlands.  
149 Schottenhammer (1994) 253-254.  
150 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.V.VII 5 with Halbertsma (2005a) Stone slab 40-45. 
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originate from Biqigetuhaolai. A remark made by Niu Ruji, a researcher of Altaic cultures at Xinjiang 
University, regarding a number of objects from Biqigetuhaolai, also seems to indicate this origin.151  
In 2003 at least one object excavated by Gai at Biqigetuhaolai was kept at the mentioned yard in 
Bailingmiao. The object consists of a stone slab with an unusually large cross depiction above a lotus flower and 
may have been part of a second stone coffin chamber.152 The usage of stone coffin chambers by the Öngüt is 
well attested by Gai’s excavations. Also, a stone coffin documented by the author’s research project at Zhaohe 
and interpreted by the present author as originating from the Öngüt confirms the usage of such coffin chambers 
in the region (see for this object also Section 7.6). The mentioned six fragments from Bailingmaio suggest that 
the Nestorian Christians used stone coffin chambers but decorated the inner sides with cross depictions rather 
than more traditional depictions encountered on, for instance the coffin chamber from Zhaohe.  
In addition to these six fragments, the present author recorded one further stone slab at the cultural relics 
yard of Bailingmiao that may have been part of the same stone coffin which is thought to originate from 
Biqigetuhaolai. The object consists of a large rectangle stone slab and features a design along its edges which is 
very similar to the ones found on the fragment recorded by Gai at Biqigetuhaolai and the six fragments kept in 
Bailingmiao (see for this object Plate 19.6).153 The central depiction consists of a calyx with eight petals which is 
framed by a geometrical motif of two squares forming an eight-pointed star. This latter motif does not, to my 
knowledge, have Chinese origins and hints at a Central Asian, perhaps Iranian, influence. Such influences are of 
course also expressed in other objects from Biqigetuhaolai, in particular in the usage of the Syriac script and 
depictions of calyxes and repetitive patterns used for frames.  
These finds suggest that the Turkic rock-graves were used in combination with inscribed steles and stone 
coffins. Interestingly, Gai recorded only fragments of stone slabs and steles at Biqigetuhaolai. In other words, no 
gravestones of the horizontal type were encountered at the side. This could suggest that the cemetery was only 
used during a short period rather than over an extended period of time. The Turkic style of the graves suggests 
that the cemetery was probably used before the Nestorian Christians reached an advanced stage of sinicisation 
and started designing graves according to Chinese characteristics.  
Further study of the inscriptions found at Biqigehaolai and fieldwork at the site will undoubtedly shed 
more light on the characteristics of these burial practises. This research is, at the time of writing, complicated by 
the lack of knowledge regarding the current whereabouts of most objects from Biqigetuhaolai and the scarce 
details afforded by the rubbings published by Gai. The current state of the site may also impair further 
archaeological research. By 2003, the wall had been smoothed away through erosion and the site had been much 
damaged by the frequent digging of grave looters and, alas, early archaeologists and researchers. The rocks and 
flagstones from these graves, albeit repositioned due to the disturbance of the graves, could, at the time, still be 
found at the surface.  
At this stage a contextualization of the material is thus limited to the data presented in Gai’s publication 
and the insights offered by other gravesites featuring a similar combination of rock-graves and steles. At present 
the only other gravesite featuring such a combination is the one associated with Olon Sume, discussed in the 
next section.  
 
7.1.2 Rock-graves and steles outside the city walls of Olon Sume 
The extensive grave site of Olon Sume is located outside the north-eastern wall of the city remains. Lattimore154 
and Martin probably mistakenly described part of this grave site as a ‘suburb with numerous mounds’.155 The 
site was first identified as a Nestorian graveyard in 1974 by Gai. Gai encountered around hundred graves at the 
cemetery, most of them looted. Many of these graves were marked with rock-fragments positioned in circles, 
                                                
151 In his introductory description of Biqigetuhaolai, Niu refers to five flagstones decorated with ‘a colour patterns for birds, 
flowers and figures’. The flagstones were used, according to the Chinese scholar, as the sides and lid of a stone coffin 
chamber and featured ‘a cross, a flower and a dragon’, see Niu (2006a) 216. No images are included. The usage and 
depictions described by Niu correspond with those found on the mentioned six stone slabs that in 2003 were held at the 
cultural relics yard in Bailingmiao. The decorations on the stones in Bailingmiao are however executed in a high relief 
rather than the colour pattern refered to by Niu. 
152 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.V.VII 1 with Halbertsma (2005a) Stone slab 39.  
153 The author has not been able to see the reverse side of the slab nor to record its dimensions. The stone was not included 
in Halbertsma (2005a), hence its inclusion here in Plate 19.6.  
154 Lattimore (1934) 230.  
155 Martin (1938) 243. 
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indicating they are of Maringer’s Steingräber or khereksur- type.156 From these rock graves Gai excavated three 
stone tablets.157  
Gai described the first of these three objects as measuring 120 cm high and 40 cm wide and featuring a 
short Chinese inscription.158 The reference to this first stone is problematic or at least confusing.159 As this ‘first 
stele’ is not documented with an image and the reference to it is most limited and problematic I will not further 
discuss this stele.  
The second stele listed by Gai can be characterized as one of the major Nestorian discoveries in the 
region (see Plate 16).160 The important monument is currently part of the collection of the Inner Mongolia 
Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics, or Hohhot cultural relics bureau, where it was examined by the 
present author. The stele features an inscription consisting of three texts in three different scripts and represents a 
fusion of Christian, Buddhist and Daoist motifs. I will first summarize the depictions and then discuss the 
inscriptions on the stele.  
The stele consists of a large slab of rock hewn into the shape of an ogee (a pointed arc often seen in 
Gothic church windows or Islamic windows) and measures 100 cm. in height and 85 cm. in width. The outline of 
the stone is marked with a double line. The depictions are, unlike the inscriptions, executed in high relief 
resulting in clear and detailed imagery. Above the middle inscription is a cross depicted which rises from a lotus 
flower. The cross is symmetrical, portrays a circular core and features three circular extensions on each arm. 
Over the ‘upper arm’ of the cross are two clouds depicted and in the two upper quarters of the cross appears a 
circular disc. Inside each of these two discs is a figure. Gai interpreted the figure in the left disc as a ‘Jade Hare’ 
and the one in the right disc as a ‘Golden Rooster’.161  
The depiction in the left circular disc can be further analysed as a figure of a hare holding a pounding 
implement inside a vessel. The Jade Hare is featured in Daoist legends as inhabiting the moon where he is 
engaged in pounding ingredients for the pill of immortality. A similar Buddhist legend relates of the hare 
sacrificing himself to feed the starving Buddha and being rewarded for this act by transmigration to the moon. 
As a symbol for longevity the hare is frequently depicted in China on household goods, such as porcelain bowls 
or furniture.162 The symbols on the stele are thus drawn from Chinese iconography but the depiction of this scene 
on a grave monument is unique for this period.163   
 The moon depiction on the stele suggests that the circle on the upper right quarter of the cross represents 
the sun. This would identify the figure inside the disc as a raven or a cock. According to ancient Chinese legend 
archer Hou Yi shot nine of ten sun-ravens from the sky to save mankind from perishing from heat and drought. 
The surviving raven is often depicted with three legs inside a depiction of the sun.164 The three legged bird is 
further used in Chinese symbolism as a guise for the sun and as a messenger of the Daoist Queen mother of the 
West.165 According to Eberhard, the raven is considered to be a pious bird in Chinese symbolism who ‘raises 
burial mounds to those men who are particularly distinguished for their filial piety’.166 The bird is, in other 
words, associated with graves and tombs. Eberhard further notes that ‘there is supposed to be a cock, or rooster, 
in the sun, though other traditions say it is a three legged raven’.167 Raven or cock, the use of these two highly 
                                                
156 Gai (1991) 188 and Plate I.II.O 3-4.  
157 Gai (1991) 188-190. 
158 Gai (1991) 190. 
159 The inscription quoted by Gai seems to be from the ‘second stele’ found at this site, i.e. the object in Plate I.V.VIII 
(compare the inscriptions quoted on page 190 with 271 in Gai [1991]). Chinese epitaphs steles from the Song period inside 
the tomb frequently consist of two parts. The main part consists of a stele with an extensive inscription in regular characters 
and details the achievements of the deceased. The second part consists of a cover for the stele and lists the name and the 
position of the deceased in seal characters (see: Schottenhammer (1994) 256 and 261). It is, however, unlikely that the two 
objects with similar inscriptions listed by Gai were part of the same grave. To start with, the dimensions of the two objects, 
in particular the width, do not match and are thus incompatible as cover and main part (compare the dimensions given by 
Gai [1991] 190 with Gai [1991] 271 or Halbertsma [2005a] Stele 57). It is thus most likely that Gai erroneously presented 
the two steles as featuring the same inscription.  
160 Gai (1991) 190, 271 and Plate I.V.VIII. For a rubbing of the stone and close-ups see: Halbertsma (2005) Stele 57. 
161 Gai (1991) 271.  
162 Williams (1941) 220-221. 
163 For early depictions see, among others: Finsterbusch (2004) B109, B122 and B148.  
164 Williams (1941) 378.  
165 Eberhard (1986) 247-248. 
166 Eberhard (1986) 248. 
167 Eberhard (1986) 68. 
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symbolic figures is unique in Nestorian iconography. Both rabbit and raven depictions date back to the Han 
dynasty and it is remarkable to find such ancient Daoist imagery on a Nestorian tomb stele from the Mongol 
period in Inner Mongolia.  
The hare and bird depictions also raise a number of interesting questions regarding the depictions found 
on mentioned stone slabs thought to have originated from a stone coffin from Biqigetuhaolai. Two of these stone 
slabs feature what appear to be segments of cross depictions and discs similar to the ones found on the tri-lingual 
stele. The rubbings of these objects made by the present author are not clear enough to interpret the depictions 
beyond speculation, but it seems that both discs depict a figure, possibly both representing a hare with a 
pounding implement.168  
 Regrettably, the tablet is broken diagonally through the inscriptions. Only the upper part of the tablet has 
been recovered and all three inscriptions are thus incomplete. The inscribed surface of the stone is further 
damaged through erosion. The inscription and depictions on the stone are nevertheless clear.  
Gai lists, erroneously, the inscriptions from the left to right as Syriac, Mongolian and Chinese.169 The 
Chinese researcher transcribed the Chinese inscription into simplified characters.170 Some thirty years after the 
discovery of the stele, Niu published the first (and at the time of writing only) interpretation of the three 
incomplete inscriptions.171 Niu showed that the three inscriptions were an Uighur inscription written in Syriac 
script, an Uighur inscription in the Uighur script and a Chinese inscription. Both Syriac and the Chinese 
inscription consist of four vertical lines. The central Uighur inscription, which is positioned slightly lower than 
the two other inscriptions, consists of six vertical lines. 
Niu’s translations of the three inscriptions read:  
 
[Syriac inscription in Uighur language, TH] 1. “This is the tomb of Abraham Tömüras … the governor 
of Kingčaofu Government … 2. during eight years, the governor of Sünla-qiula, the son of house … 3. 
from the second nomination to the third nomination, in the age of thirty-six years … 4. He completed the 
mission of God, the year of the Hare, the sixth month, the twenty-fourth day [ = July 13, 1327] …”  
 
[Uighur inscription in Uighur language, TH] “(1) This is the tomb of Abraham Tömüras, Kingčaofu … 
(2) during eight years and the governor … (3) to … the son of house … (4) the third nomination, (in the 
age of) thirty (six) … (5) He completed the mission of God … (6) The fourth year, the sixth month, the 
twenty-fourth day …”  
 
[Chinese inscription, TH] “(1) This is the tomb of Awalabian Tiemulasi, governor of Jingzhaofu 
Prefecture … (2) The governor was nominated then serving [sic, TH] as a vice-governor of the general 
prefecture of Qieliankou … (3) (having received before) nominations twice, in all, before and after, he 
was nominated three times [sic, TH]. He died at the age of thirty-six … (4) Written in the fourth year of 
Taiding, the sixth month, the twenty-fourth day [ = July 13, 1327].”172  
 
Niu translated the two titles referred to in the inscription as having Turkic and Mongolian in origins. The first of 
these titles (darugha in Mongolian and daluhuachi in Chinese), concerned Abraham Tömüras’ appointment as 
vice-governor of the Jingzhaofu Prefecture.173 Niu, following Gai,174 identified the Jingzhaofu Prefecture (the 
Kingčaofu Government in the Uighur inscription) as the historic region of ancient Chang’an, present Xi’an in 
Shaanxi.175 The second title concerns the office of Qieliankou, which seems to have been in charge of forced 
labour in the said district.176 
                                                
168 Halbertsma (2005a) Stone slab 40 and Stone slab 43. 
169 Gai (1991) 190 and 271.  
170 Gai (1991) 270 ff. 
171 Niu (2006a) 218-219. Reprinted, in proper Syriac fonts, in: Niu (2006c) 312 ff.  
172 Niu (2006a) 217-220. The numbers used by Niu in his translations refer to the lines of the inscriptions. I am not aware of 
the significance of the use of brackets in the second and third translation.  
173 Niu (2006a) 218, note 17. 
174 Gai does not include Syriac or Uighur transcriptions in his study. 
175 Niu (2006a) 218, note 16-18. 
176 Niu (2006a) 218, note 18. 
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The inscriptions are largely the same in content and were thus probably intended to be copies of the 
same text. Interestingly, the Uighur inscription is written in both the Syriac and Uighur scripts. I will return to 
these features as expressions of religious and geographic dimensions in Chapter 8.  
Combining the fragments as presented by Niu’s translations, the tablet records that the tomb was that of 
Abraham Tömüras who ‘received numerous nominations’ – presumably appointments - and served as governor 
of Jingzhaofu Prefecture before passing away at the age of thirty-six. The opening statements of all three 
inscriptions clarify that the stele is a grave stone, whether erected above or under ground, rather than a 
commemorative stele erected in a temple or memorial hall. The deceased is identified in both Uighur inscriptions 
with the name Abraham Tömüras. The Chinese name Awalabian Tiemulasi in the Chinese inscription is clearly a 
transcription of Abraham Tömüras. It can thus be assumed that the deceased was of Turkic descent rather than of 
Chinese origin. The Mongol administration, of course, frequently employed governors and administrators of 
Turkic descent.  
The date, according to Niu’s translation, does not refer to the death of Abraham Tömüras but rather to 
the date that the stele was erected. Kuhn points out that in Sung China it could take months, sometimes years, 
before families buried their deceased.177  
Only the dating in the Chinese version is complete and places the stele in the second half of the Yuan 
rule. The Uighur inscription is incomplete but, given the corresponding date in the Chinese dating, presumably 
also refers to the reign of Yesun Khan who ruled the Mongol empire between 1323 and 1328 as the sixth Khan 
under the title of Taiding. The Syriac inscription refers to the year of the Hare and is most probably incomplete 
too. It lists the year of the Hare, day and month but omits any reference to the reign of a ruler.178 It is thus strictly 
speaking not possible for Niu to date this as 13 July 1327 CE. Niu presumably based himself on the date listed in 
the Chinese inscription. The absence of a reference to identify the twelve year cycle is, however, not unusual in 
the Turkic calendar and it thus remains possible that the Syriac date simply did not refer to any ruler. 
Surprisingly, the Seleucid dating system, the standard calendar of the Church of the East, is absent from this 
tablet. I will return to the use of these calendars as expressions of religious, geographical and ethnic dimensions 
in Chapter 8.  
Given his age of thirty-six, Abraham Tömüras was most probably still governor of Jingzhoufu when he 
passed away. Yet he was buried in Olon Sume which was relatively far away from Xi’an. It is thus possible that 
Abraham Tömüras hailed from Olon Sume and was, upon his death, brought back to his home-town. This would 
also explain why the dates on the stele referred to the erection of the tablet rather than to the death of Abraham 
Tömüras. It seems safe to assume that Abraham Tömüras was a Nestorian Christian, as expressed in the choice 
of language, script and iconography encountered in the stele.  
The third tablet excavated among the rock-graves at the north-eastern side of Olon Sume was 
documented by Gai with a rubbing and a very short description (see Appendix 3.2.2 figure 1, right under).179 Gai 
lists the stone as a mubei, perhaps suggesting it had been erected above ground. The rubbing shows a cross with 
four circles between the arms and a fifth circle at its core. The cross depiction stands on a base which can be 
interpreted as an altar table. On each side of the cross are, what appear to be, Syriac words.180 The tablet is 
framed with a double border. The depictions are executed in low relief and are, when compared to the tablets 
described above, rather crude. No measurements are available. Gai, who does not provide any translations from 
the Syriac in his study on the Öngüt, speculated that the inscription consisted of a name and a date in the 
‘western calendar’.181 The short inscription awaits, to my knowledge, further study and translation. The 
translation of this object, however, would require access to the actual stone or, ideally, the original rubbing 
published by Gai in much reduced format.182 The image published by Gai is simply too small too work from. 
Sadly, the current state of Olon Sume will undoubtedly complicate archaeological research at the gravesite 
where these tablets originate from.  
                                                
177 Kuhn (1996) 25. For data on year of death and year of burial see note 121 on page 26 and Table 5. See also: Kuhn 
(1994b) 46.  
178 The Turkic calendar year of the Hare ran from 24 January 1327 CE - 11 February 1328 CE, see Bazin (1991) 421. For 
the Turkic calendar used by the Nestorian Christians see: Bazin (1991) 413-419.  
179 Gai (1991) 272 and Plate I.V.VII 10.  
180 Gai (1991) 190.  
181 Gai (1991) 272.  
182 The whereabouts of both object and rubbing are unknown to the present author.  
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A number of the Turkic style rock-graves from Biqigetuhaolai and Olon Sume also feature Chinese 
characteristics. The graves presented in the following sections mainly portray Chinese influences indicating that 
over time the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia moved away from their Turkic burial customs and became 
to a certain extend sinicised. 
 
7.2 Graves with Nestorian gravestones  
Under Chinese influence, the Turkic cult of the East in the steppe of Inner Mongolia was gradually replaced by 
the cult of the South. Barthold points out that the cult of the South ‘spread through Mongolia under the period of 
the Khitan (Liao) ascendancy from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries to become under Chinggis Khan the 
official cult of the steppe peoples under Mongol control’.183 A number of Nestorian graves from Inner Mongolia 
date from the end of this period and it thus comes to no great surprise that apart from Nestorian rock-graves 
oriented towards the East, Nestorian graves with Chinese characteristics have been found too in Inner Mongolia. 
These graves are distinguished from the rock-graves discussed above as ‘simple tombs with Chinese 
characteristics’. The simple tombs discussed here are limited to those that are marked with a Nestorian 
gravestone. Such gravestones have been found at Olon Sume, Wangmuliang, Mukhor Soborghan, Bitchik Jellag 
and Chengbuzi (see Map 3).  
 Where De Groot, author of the early comprehensive and influential The Religious System of China, and 
other nineteenth century scholars of graves, were forced to limit themselves to objects above ground, researchers 
in the second half of the twentieth century could access a wealth of archaeological data on Chinese graves.184 
Kuhn, who studied the Chinese excavation records of some eight hundred graves, noted that under the Song a 
major change took place in Chinese burial customs. The Khitan Liao dynasty aristocracy had used lavish and 
complex tombs consisting of multiple chambers with domed ceilings and elaborate decorations. A number of 
such graves have been excavated in the eastern part of Inner Mongolia where the circumstances for these tombs 
were favourable.185 Under the Song the extravagant tomb building of the aristocracy was phased out in favour of 
the simple tomb used for the burial of scholar-officials.186 Kuhn sees in the development a reflection of the rise 
of the class of scholar-officials at the expense of the aristocrats.187 The scholar-official tomb was, according to 
Kuhn, no longer a place ‘glorifying the deceased’, nor did it reflect the social status of the deceased or provide 
conveniences for an afterlife. Kuhn points out that in the course of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the 
simple tomb became the standard type of tombs for all groups, including the aristocracy: “because this type of 
tomb could be built using local materials it quickly spread to nearly all parts of China.”188  
The simple tomb was, unlike the elaborate Liao tombs, not intended to walk in, but merely constructed 
to accommodate a coffin.189 Simple tombs are, despite of their rather misleading name, most diverse and vary, 
according to Kuhn, from earthen grave pits containing a wooden coffin to more elaborate tombs lined with 
wood, bricks or stone slabs. The latter are frequently covered with a stone slab or contain an inner coffin made of 
stone or wood.190 The majority of the graves from the Northern and Southern Song and the Jin dynasties studied 
by Kuhn, lie to the south of Inner Mongolia.191 The excavation reports in Gai’s Yinshan Wanggu, however, 
confirm that most of the Nestorian graves of the Öngüt are also of the simple scholar-official type, including the 
so called ‘tukeng shuxue mu’ or ‘pit grave in the form of a vertical shaft tomb’.192 I have already pointed out that 
the structure and preferred alignment of the Chinese simple tombs distinguishes these graves from the Turkic 
rock-graves.  
In the following sections I will introduce the Nestorian simple tombs with horizontal Nestorian 
gravestones in Inner Mongolia and evaluate the state of the cemeteries where such tomb stones have been 
recorded.193 These sections are followed by a general section on horizontal Nestorian gravestones. Due to the 
                                                
183 Barthold (1970) 218.  
184 De Groot (1892).  
185 Kuhn (1997) 36-37. For the distribution of such graves see: Kuhn (1997) 125-132. 
186 Kuhn (1996) 45. 
187 Kuhn (1990) 63. 
188 Kuhn (1990) 68. 
189 Kuhn (1996) 43. 
190 Kuhn distinguished many types, including grave pits, wooden outer coffins in simple grave pits, tombs with an outer 
coffin made of stone and stone chamber tombs: Kuhn (1993) Chapter 3.  
191 See: Kuhn (1990) Map 2-3 and Kuhn (1996) Map 1.  
192 Kuhn (1996) 456.  
193 I have visited these sites between 2001 and 2005. 
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length of that section I will summarise the findings regarding the horizontal gravestones in Section 7.3.5, before 
turning to the next section on tomb sculptures.  
 
7.2.1 Graves with horizontal gravestones and spirit way sculptures at Olon Sume  
The most obvious indication of the Nestorian origins of Olon Sume are the cross depictions on the gravestones. 
The early foreign researchers encountered some ten stones with cross depictions inside the city walls.194 
Lattimore, who was not aware of the inscriptions on the objects, initially thought the stones had been part of the 
front or façade of a church. Martin and Egami concluded that the stones were in fact gravestones and had been 
used as building material in a Buddhist temple. According to Egami, the stones had been positioned inside the 
Nestorian church of Mar Markos, and thus originated from within the city itself.  
Gai, however, pointed out that the stones originated from a graveyard situated outside the north-eastern 
wall of the city. Gai based himself on a number of thin stone slabs – shi pian in Chinese - which he encountered 
inside the graves from this graveyard.195 Gai argued that the Nestorian gravestones were part of these graves and 
that the Nestorian stones simply had been brought inside the city walls to construct a Buddhist temple.196 As no 
full scale archaeological excavation has been conducted at Olon Sume it is impossible to rule out completely the 
presence of Nestorian graves within the city remains. Gai’s conclusions, however, seem most probable given the 
structure of the simple tombs he encountered in the cemetery of Olon Sume. Furthermore, it is unlikely that the 
Öngüt would bury their dead inside the city that they were living in.  
The early researchers, primarily Lattimore, Martin and Egami, had identified the gravesite to the north 
east of Olon Sume through the presence of spirit way sculptures. A similar combination of stone sculptures and 
gravestones was encountered at Wangmuliang. It is thus not unlikely that the Nestorian gravestones from Olon 
Sume originated from the gravesite north east of the city remains where also the sculptures had been found. 
Martin, like Egami, placed the sculptures approximately one kilometre from the city ‘beyond the suburb’. As 
mentioned above, Martin’s ‘suburb’ was most probably the cemetery with the rock-graves. Gai on the other hand 
located the gravesite simply as ‘outside the north-eastern side of the city’ and the sculptures ‘not far outside’ the 
north eastern end of the city.197 Combining these descriptions it is most likely that the rock-graves were situated 
between the north-eastern wall of the city and the gravesite with the sculptures from which also the horizontal 
gravestones originated. The sites were thus close in proximity - perhaps even adjacent. One would expect these 
different types of graves to result from different periods rather than a diversity of customs at the same time. I 
will return to the development of the Nestorian burial customs over time in Chapter 8 when contextualising the 
different objects.  
The ten grave stones recorded by the early researchers in the 1930s were made up of a cubic head-end 
and a sloping tail-end. The stones resembled, according to Egami, ‘Chinese coffins’ or ‘tombstones of Muslim 
graves’.198 Among the stones documented by Egami was a particularly small one, which the Japanese researcher 
interpreted as the gravestone for a child. Egami further classified decorations on the stones as ‘Song or Yuan 
styles’.199 A number of these stones featured inscriptions. Saeki was the first scholar to attempt a translation of 
inscriptions from Nestorian gravestones. In 1940 he translated one inscription from Olon Sume in two different 
interpretations.200 Two years later Saeki presented further translations of inscriptions from Nestorian gravestones 
at Olon Sume.201 As these translations are not very reliable, I will not further refer to them here.202  
By 1991 Gai had documented some 21 gravestones at Olon Sume (including some stones already 
documented by the early foreign researchers).203  
In 2001, when the present author recorded objects at Olon Sume, none of these objects remained at the 
site. Instead, a number of gravestones, tomb sculptures and steles from Olon Sume had been moved to a cultural 
                                                
194 For an exact location see: Egami (2000) Fig. 1 (Site II). 
195 Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.O. 
196 Gai (1991) 99 and 272. 
197 Gai (1991) 101. 
198 Egami (2000) 34, also see: Egami (1966) 22 ff. 
199 Egami (2000) 34. 
200 Saeki (1940) 733. The English synopsis of the Japanese original refers, erroneously, to the stone as ‘M.S. III, p. 244; 
photograph by N. Egami.’  
201 See for an English synopsis: Saeki (1942).  
202 Grönbech (1940) 308 and Murayama (1963) (1964b).  
203 Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 1-21. 
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relics yard operated by the Bailingmiao cultural relics bureau.204 By 2005 the stones had been relocated to the 
premises of an institute of the cultural relics authorities in Bailingmiao.  
 The story of the discovery and preservation of the grave sculptures at Olon Sume is as disheartening. 
Since their discovery by Lattimore in 1932, the sculptures of Olon Sume have been much damaged or have 
disappeared all together.205 Already by 1932 the heads of the two officials had been chiselled off. Lattimore, who 
noted that the site had been visited by treasure seekers, speculated that the objects had been sold to Chinese art 
dealers. In 1936 Martin documented the objects already noted by Lattimore and a second turtle base situated 
within the city walls.206 Around the same time, also Egami documented the sculptures and their immediate 
surroundings.207 The Japanese researcher speculated that the sculptures had belonged to the tomb of King 
George.208 I will return to this, in my opinion, incorrect conclusion in Section 7.4. 
By 2001 the sculptures had been removed from the site, along with a number of gravestones, and 
brought to the cultural relics yard at Bailingmiao (see Plate 25.2 and 25.3). In 2001 only a severed head of a 
turtle remained in the north-eastern part of the city remains (see Plate 11.7). Examining the two known turtle 
bases, both recorded by Egami, it seems that this head belongs to a third turtle base.209 
Around 2005 local authorities decided to develop Olon Sume for tourism. Bricks, tiles and other stone 
remains that had covered the entire site were cleared away to make pathways for visitors. Two gravestones and 
two pairs of sculpted officials and lions, along with two carved headstones, possibly the objects referred to by 
Lattimore, were brought from Bailingmiao to Olon Sume and deposited within the city walls. The two turtle 
bases recorded by Egami and other early researchers were also returned to ‘the field’ (see Plate 11.1-11.6). 
Sadly, the turtle base that originated from within the city walls, identified by Egami as belonging to the Wangfu 
Defengtang stele, was completely destroyed when it was unloaded (see Plate 10.3). I will further analyse these 
sculptures in section 7.4.  
Between 2001 and 2005 the author recorded further Nestorian gravestones, presumably originating from 
Olon Sume, at farms in Maodukundui and Khundiin Gol (see Plate 29.2; 29.4 and 29.5).210 Undoubtedly, many 
more stones remain undocumented at other farms near Olon Sume.  
 
7.2.2 Graves with horizontal gravestones at Mukhor Soborghan 
The remains of Mukhor Soborghan were first documented in 1936 by Martin. Martin recorded two Nestorian 
gravestones inside the city walls. It seems most likely that these stones were brought into the city from a 
graveyard situated immediately outside the north-eastern city wall. At the gravesite Martin and his team came 
upon six further gravestones, positioned in two rows. The researchers had reason to believe that the cemetery 
was looted.  
In 1996 a research team from the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics, the 
Baotou City Office for the Management of Cultural Relics, and the Damao Banner Office for the Management of 
Cultural Relics excavated the site after noticing a sudden increase in looting. The Chinese team identified a total 
of four burial sites near the city.211 I will only discuss the gravesite situated immediately north of the city 
remains where the majority of Nestorian horizontal gravestones was encountered.  
This gravesite features the widest range of gravestones in terms of quality and craftsmanship. A number 
of gravestones encountered at Mukhor Soborghan are entirely smooth and seem to have been undecorated.212 
The outlines and design of these stones nevertheless follow the unique Nestorian shape of a cubic head-end and 
tail-end.  
The relatively few known depictions on the decorated stones from Mukhor Soborghan vary from very 
simple213 to elaborate and highly original.214 The more elaborate decorations include the depiction of a cross 
                                                
204 See for gravestones at Bailingmiao, including those from Olon Sume: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 13-20.  
205 Lattimore recorded: two headstones; ‘a stone tortoise, which had once borne on its back an inscribed tablet; two lions, of 
the kind that stand at the gates of important buildings, and two stone figures of officials, of the kind that not infrequently 
guard the approach of a tomb’, see: Lattimore (1934) 231.  
206 Martin (1938) 244 and Plate 12. See also: Lum (1981) 175.  
207 Egami (2000) Plate 57-58.  
208 Egami (2000) 46-47.  
209 Compare Plate 11.7 in this study with Egami (2000) Plate 19 B and 58 A.  
210 See for these stones: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 8-10 and 35.  
211 Wei, Zhang and Wang (1997) 713-722. 
212 See for instance: Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 60-66 and Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestones 26-27.  
213 See for instance: Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 54-58 and Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestones 28. 
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between a lotus flower and a parasol (see Plate 18.5)215 and delicate vine patterns (see Plate 18.1).216 To my 
knowledge, only one inscription on a stone from this site has been interpreted.217 I will discuss this translation 
below.  
I have already referred to the discovery of a stone dome at this site which was interpreted by Gai as a 
stand for a flag pole. Alternatively, it is very well possible that the object, which features a cross, has some 
function at a cemetery and belonged to a large stone pagoda. A connective-gap in the under side of the object 
leads to the conclusion that the object was part of a larger structure.218 In this sense, it could be interpreted as 
part of a chorten, a stone tower containing the ashes or remains of a person. It must be noted that the horizontal 
gravestones too were designed to look like coffins but were solid and thus could not contain any remains as such. 
Indeed, a chorten, soborghan in Mongolian, now on display in Zhoahe, features patterns and frames also found 
on Nestorian gravestones (for this object see section 7.6).  
By the time Gai researched the site a number of gravestones had been taken away to farms neighbouring 
the city.219 
By 2003 the gravesite outside the north-eastern wall of Mukhor Soborghan was much damaged by grave 
looters. During an initial visit to the site the author counted over 380 holes dug into the cemetery alone. Among 
the remains of the cemetery remained a gravestone,220 a decorated brick,221 and a number of base plates.222 (see 
Plate 14.3;14.5-14.7). Two gravestones had been used for the construction of a well situated outside the north 
western wall.223 A third fragment of a gravestone remained nearby.224 Further away, stone grave material, 
presumably base plates and coffin sides, had been used in the construction of a second well. 225 A number of 
graves outside the north western city wall had also been looted (see Plate 14.4).226 The author further recorded 
one gravestone cemented into a brick wall of a farm situated to the north of the city remains (see Plate 29.5).227 
The resident farmer indicated that a similar stone had been sold to visiting antique dealers. Research at the grave 
sites, in other words, was severely hindered by looting and treasure seeking.228  
Regrettably, it now seems most unlikely that meaningful archaeological research can still be conducted 
at this cemetery.  
 
7.2.3 Graves with horizontal gravestones and tomb sculptures at Wangmuliang  
Wangmuliang, Chinese for Roofbeam of the King’s Grave,229 is situated on a hill overlooking the Shara Muren 
river.230 This stretch of river is now also known as the Tabuhe river. The remains of Boluobansheng, Martin’s 
Boro Baishing, are situated to the north west on the opposite bank of the river at a distance of around 2.1 km. 
distance. Wangmuliang was, in other words, exclusively used for burial rather than as a settlement. 
Martin, again the first to document the site, recorded in 1936 a wealth of grave material at 
Wangmuliang, including spirit way sculptures of officials and animals, an inscribed tablet with its headstone and 
seventeen gravestones.231 Martin, who lost the map he had drawn of the site, recalled that ‘the northwest angle 
                                                                                                                                                                 
214 See for instance: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 29 [erroneously listed as Wang Mu Liao] and Gravestone 34. 
215 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 34. 
216 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 29 [erroneously listed as Wang Mu Liao/Wangmuliang].  
217 Niu lists the gravestone with the inscription as ‘found in Bailingmiao’. Niu copied the image of the inscription from Gai 
(1991) Plate I.VI.I 57. Gai however lists he object in this images as originating from Mukhor Soborghan.  
218 See sketch in: Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.III 
219 Gai (1991) 122 and 279.  
220 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 27. 
221 Halbertsma (2005a) Brick 48. 
222 Halbertsma (2005a) Base plates 58-59. 
223 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 24-25. 
224 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 26. 
225 Halbertsma (2005a) Photo II. 
226 Halbertsma (2005a) Photo V. 
227 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 28. 
228 Looting at ancient sites is, of course, not limited to Nestorian sites and many other grave sites in China are destroyed by 
this practice: Kuhn (1996) 41. 
229 For some remarks regarding the word liang, roofbeam, see Section 10.5. 
230 I have erroneously listed this site before as Wang Mu Liao, see: Halbertsma (2005a).  
231 Martin (1938) 238: ‘…two headless and prostrate official figures like those at Ulan Baisheng; two overturned sitting 
lion-dogs; a stone turtle; a tablet lying face downwards; seventeen stones, some with and some without inscriptions, but all 
having crosses and designs, and a number miscellaneous fragments.’  
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contained the official and animal figures, the turtle, tablet and most of the fragments, while the rest of the site 
was given over to the seventeen stones carved with crosses’.232 Martin noted in 1936 that the site was surrounded 
by cultivated land.233 Furthermore, he suspected that stones had been moved on site.  
Martin decided to leave the site when he realized that the villagers suspected him of treasure seeking. 
The site was thus already in the 1930s associated with buried treasures. It thus comes as no great surprise that by 
the 1970s Gai discovered that of the 21graves he excavated, 16 had been robbed. In one of the looted graves Gai 
even encountered a spade, presumably left behind by a grave looter.234 The looting also accounts for the 
disappearance and sometimes reappearance of objects at the site. Some sculptures had simply fallen into the 
holes dug by grave looters and were subsequently dug up by looters at a later stage.  
Gai generally described the site as a walled terrace along the Shara Muren river measuring 75 by 75 m. 
with seventeen gravestones organised into two rows.235 Gai further recorded an unspecified number of fragments 
of gravestones from Wangmuliang.236 Some of these objects were recorded at nearby farms.  
By 2001 the site was already disturbed by grave looters and road workers. The latter used a bulldozer to 
gather sand from the site and thus not only removed the walls around the cemetery but also destroyed a number 
of graves all together (see Plate 15.1 and 15.6). Between 2001 and 2005, the author nevertheless recorded a 
number of fragments from gravestones, sculptures and base plates on the site and in neighbouring villages.237  
By 2004 hundreds of farmers, including residents from as far as Zhaohe, could be found digging at the 
site. The cemetery and much of the surrounding area had become a moonscape of craters and tunnels dug into 
the graves. In November 2004 the site was further damaged when authorities attempted to discourage looting by 
bulldozing the area around the Nestorian cemetery. By 2005 new graves could be found around the Nestorian 
cemetery (see Plate 15.3 and 15.4). In summer 2005, the last visit of the author, only a fragment of the shield of 
a turtle remained at the site (see Plate 15.2). It is thus most unlikely that much archaeological material has been 
left undisturbed at this site.  
The tombstones from Wangmuliang are, in terms of material, decoration and workmanship, of the 
highest quality encountered in Inner Mongolia. The material is often a durable white marble which has withstood 
the harsh climate of Inner Mongolia remarkably well. A number of these stones originally stood on pedestals, or 
base plates, and were thus constructed of multiple parts. 238 Decorations on the stones include floral, vine and 
wave motives and cross depictions.239 The lotus as a base for the cross is, however, used on only two stones at 
Wangmuliang.240  
Gai interpreted the gravesite as a family cemetery. Gravesites accommodating a single family or clan 
were not uncommon during the Song and later dynasties.241 During his excavation of the graveyard Gai noticed 
that the heads of the deceased were placed towards the west. The cubic head-end of the gravestones were 
positioned in the same direction.242 The tombs, despite their Chinese archaeological characteristics, thus seem to 
follow the cult of the East rather than a Chinese orientation towards the South.  
The graves excavated by Gai in 1973 are simple tombs of the oblong vertical shaft type243 and generally 
consist of a grave chamber dug vertically into the ground.244 At least ten of these grave chambers had been lined 
with bricks. Inside the chamber a wooden coffin with the deceased was placed. In one case the wooden coffin 
was placed in yet another box. The chambers were then covered and sealed off by a stone plate, or shi pian, 
resting on wooden beams. The remaining space above this structure was filled with earth. Finally, a gravestone 
was positioned over the grave. Gai found numerous objects buried with the deceased, such as combs, hairpieces, 
golden earrings and rings, lamps, coins and mirrors and a sea-shell. Among the objects found inside the graves 
                                                
232 Martin (1938) 238. 
233 For images of the site see: Martin (1938) Plate VI and Lum (1981) Plate 18. 
234 Gai (1991) 197, Grave M12  
235 Martin’s remark that the site measures some 30-35 square meters, six by six meter, is thus most probably an error.  
236 Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 22-53 
237 See for these objects the introduction of the author’s fieldwork above and Halbertsma (2005a) Base plate 60-64.  
238 See for base plates: Halbertsma (2005a) Base plate 60-64; Gai (1991) Plate I.I.VIII.  
239 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 4-7, 30-33. 
240 Namely: Martin (1938) Fig. 6 and 11. For the former stone documented by Martin also see: Halbertsma (2005a) 
Gravestone 30 and Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 22-25.  
241 Kuhn (1996) Chapter 4. 
242 Gai (1991) 192-193. 
243 Kuhn (1996) 43 and 451.  
244 For a table with details of these graves see: Gai (1991) 193-198. 
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were coins from as late as the Song period.245 The practice of placing coins in graves is not distinctly Nestorian 
and suggests a degree of sinicisation. A number of objects Gai described seem to be Nestorian, such as a ‘metal 
cross in a circle’ and a ‘headband with a wooden cross’.246  
Gai’s assistant during the excavations at Wangmuliang was a farmer who had lived his entire life near 
the gravesite. In 2005 the assistant remembered:  
 
In 1970 there were many gravestones with inscriptions and crosses, two stone turtles, two stone sheep, 
two stone pigs and a pair of stone human figures. There also was a stele with an inscription. The site 
itself was square and bordered by four earthen walls. At the south gate there were parts of a stone lock. 
When we started the excavations many stones were already damaged. Most of the graves had been 
looted. We dug approximately twenty graves, but only two had not been robbed. The undisturbed graves 
were of two females. It seems they were nobility; their clothes were made of silk, they wore perhaps as 
much as sixty layers on top of each other. In both graves we found copper mirrors and coins put between 
the legs. The coins dated from the Yuan period. All the others had been robbed. We found bowls with 
writing which, according to Gai Shanling, dated the graves. The crosses on the gravestones made him 
[Gai Shanlin, TH] conclude the graves were Jingjiao…. The material of the gravestones was Hanbai Yu, 
the rock material in the tomb Huagang Yan, whereas the graves itself were constructed of fired 
bricks…247 
 
Gai’s local assistant, who described the graves at Wangmuliang as xuezhuanmu, or ‘brick chamber tombs of the 
simple type’,248 further noted that the floor and walls were lined with fired tiles and bricks some of which 
featured the imprints of human hands or animal paws. The bricks came in two different kinds, small for walls 
and large for floors. The stone material of the turtles and gravestones could, according to the assistant, not be 
found locally and had been brought to Wangmuliang from the Daqingshan mountains.  
The reference to bricks featuring the imprints of human and animal is interesting given the presence of 
similar bricks at Olon Sume and other sites in Inner Mongolia.249 A number of these bricks feature both animal 
and human imprints (see Plate 19.1).250 The depictions of human and animal imprints are too frequent and too 
cautiously executed to be accidental and seem to be of actual individuals or animals rather than of stamps or 
moulds. Chinese archaeologist Wei Jian points out that the practice of marking bricks in this way dates back to 
the Jin and Yuan dynasties.251  
Imprints from hands and most often feet are, of course, often used in Buddhist symbolism. The depiction 
of a pair of feet-imprints frequently refers to Buddha’s enlightenment while standing at a rock in Kusinara, 
whereas the depiction of hand palms refers to Buddhist mudras. Buddhist symbols, such as the lotus flower, are 
frequently used on Nestorian grave material but depictions of feet have not been found at Nestorian sites in Inner 
Mongolia and it seems unlikely that these imprints have a Buddhist connection. A technical reason during 
manufacturing or a fiscal one, for instance to identify different craftsmen for payment, is unlikely given the 
presence of animal paw imprints. The practice of imprinting bricks with animal claws and human palms remain a 
topic for further research.  
 
7.2.4 Horizontal gravestones and tomb sculptures at Chengbuzi 
There seem to be two gravesites associated with the city remains at Chengbuzi. The first concerns a site with 
tomb sculptures situated to the west of the city remains. The tomb sculptures (a turtle and three pairs of stone 
officials, lions and ram) were first documented by Martin in 1936 (Martin indicated the city remains as Ulan 
Baishing).252  
                                                
245 Gai (1991) table on page 73. 
246 Gai (1991) 195, Grave M6 and 196, Grave M10.  
247 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
248 Kuhn (1996) 43.  
249 Egami (2000) Plate 32 B (right); Halbertsma (2005a) Brick 49-55 and Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) 
Photo 79, lower. 
250 Halbertsma (2005a) brick 52. 
251 Based on remarks made by Wei Jian during an interview conducted by the author at Miaozigou, November 2004.  
252 Martin recorded ‘four lion-dogs, two couching and two erect’: Martin (1938) 236. For images of the site see: Martin 
(1938) Plate V c. 
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Gai’s research in 1974 at Chengbuzi mainly focussed on the city remains. Gai, however, did record a 
number of sculptures at a grave site outside the western end of the city.253  
In 2001 the statues could still be found at the western end of the city. A basketball court was set up on 
the site and local children played among the statues (see Plate 26.4). In 1936 Martin had noticed that one of the 
statues was headless. By 2001 both statues were headless. One of the heads, presumably the one documented by 
Martin in 1936, could reportedly be bought from a local Chinese farmer.254 By 2003 all but one of the sculptures 
had been moved to Gegentala, a large Mongolian-themed tourist resort of felt and concrete ger-tents situated 
north-east of Siziwangqi (Wulanhua). There the statues lay abandoned in a field along a road leading to the 
reception hall of the resort (see Plate 27.3). By 2005 these sculptures had again been moved a short distance to a 
parking lot in order to decorate the entrance to the resort and a newly built sports and entertainment facility (see 
Plate 28.6).  
One of the statues recorded at Chengbuzi in 2001, a sculpture of an official carrying a paizi (see Plate 
26.5), was not encountered by the present author along the road of the resort in 2003, but reappeared again in 
2005 at the parking lot of Gegentala (28.4). Curiously, a third statue of a figure of which the origins remain 
unknown, was recorded in 2001 along the road (see Plate 27.1 and 27.2) but had disappeared again from 
Gegentala in 2005. It may be well possible that this third statue was traded or exchanged for the statue of the 
official carrying the paizi from Chengbuzi. The current whereabouts of this third statue are unknown to the 
author.  
In 2001 the author documented two Nestorian gravestones recovered from the grave site at Chengbuzi 
where also the statues had been found. The presence of the gravestones confirm the Nestorian origins of 
Chengbuzi.255 In 2003 a third gravestone, with a unique arched design, had been dug up.256 By the end of that 
year all stones had been sold to antique dealers. One of these stones later re-appeared in the mentioned antique 
shop in Hohhot.257  
The second grave site of Chengbuzi is located on a large hill situated to the north-west of the city 
remains.258 It is not clear whether this grave site also has Nestorian dimensions. In 2001 great numbers of local 
farmers were looting the graves at this site (see Plate 12.5 and 12.6). By 2005 the site was abandoned by grave 
looters. According to a local farmer, because ‘all graves had been emptied’.259 I will further detail the looting of 
this site in Chapter 9. What is of importance here is that archaeological research at the site has now become 
futile. Indeed, it will be remembered that the excavation of the nearby remains of Ulan Baishing was prompted 
by a similar increase in looting.  
 
7.2.5 Other sites with Nestorian gravestones 
The first gravestones to be recorded in Inner Mongolia were discovered and documented in 1936 by Haenish at 
the gravesite of Bitchik Jellag, Mongolian for ‘Riverbank Inscription’ The gravesite is presumably connected to 
the settlement of Derriseng Khutuk, situated 1 km. to the east of Bitchik Jellag. The stone seems to have been the 
only object encountered by Haenish. Martin and Lum too documented and published the object in their 
respective publications.260  
Apart from an inscription, the stone featured a Nestorian cross and an unusual depictions of two birds 
among branches of a plant. Depictions of plants have been found on other gravestones but the depictions of birds 
is unique in the Nestorian heritage in Inner Mongolia. The dimensions of the stone, short yet relatively high, are 
likewise unusual.  
In 1974 Gai researched the site but did not document the gravestones. Instead, Gai published an image 
sketched by Lum. It is thus most likely that the stone had disappeared by the time Gai visited the site.  
In 2005 the present author attempted to locate Bitchik Jellag from Derriseng Khutuk, but the Chinese 
settlers in the vicinity were not aware of a place with this name. The current whereabouts of the gravestone from 
the site are unknown to the author. It thus seems that the only documentation extant of this unique object consists 
                                                
253 Gai (1991) 114. 
254 For images of these sculptures see: Martin (1938) Fig. V d-e; Lum (1981) Plate 17. 
255 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 1-2.  
256 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 3.  
257 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 2. 
258 Others position the gravesites south-west of the city remains, see: Wei, Li and Xie (1997) 695 ff.  
259 Interview with Han Chinese farmer and grave looter Mr. L., Chengbuzi, November 2004 
260 See: Martin (1938) Fig. 3 and Plate V a-b. For another photo see: Lum (1981) Plate 19. 
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of the photographs and sketches published by Martin and Lum, and perhaps unpublished photographs or 
sketches made by Haenish. 
One further gravestone was documented by Gai at Dianlianwusu.261 Due to the durability of the stone the 
inscription is particularly well preserved. By 2001 this stone was kept at the cultural relics yard of Bailingmiao. 
The inscription of this stone has been interpreted by Niu.262  
Gai further documented gravestones south of the Daqingshan mountains. As those sites are not 
documented by Gai beyond the mention of the presence of gravestones, I will not further discuss them here and 
move on to a description of the general characteristics and features of Nestorian gravestones in the next section.  
 
7.3 Nestorian horizontal gravestones  
The distribution of Nestorian gravestones of the horizontal type is concentrated in the Siziwangqi and Damaoqi 
banners. The following sections primarily detail the material aspects of the gravestones and their cultural 
context. These descriptions are followed by a summary of the main characteristics of horizontal gravestones in 
section 7.3.5. 
I base myself here on the publications of early researchers, Chinese archaeologist and historian Gai, and 
my own fieldwork in Inner Mongolia.  
 
7.3.1 General shape and design of horizontal gravestones263  
Nestorian gravestones of the horizontal type generally consists of a cubic head-end and an elongated tail-end 
chiselled into an angular, ribbed or rounded shape (see Figure 1; Plate 17 and Plate 18). The only recorded 
exception is a gravestone found at Chengbuzi which does not have these two distinctive parts but is arched over 
its entire length.264  
For recording purposes the four visible sides of the cube end are identified as front, top, left and right 
panels. The sides of the tail-end are identified as left and right panels. The top part of the tail-end is, depending 
on its shape, described as roofed, arched or ribbed. Panels on the tail-end may be divided into two or more 
rectangles (see Plate 17.4 and Plate 18.1). Finally, the back panels of the stones, though defining the general 
shape of the tail-end is generally left blank. Dimensions of the gravestones vary greatly. The lengths vary from 
78 to 130 cm. A number of the gravestones were designed to stand on a fixed base. Others were placed on a 
separate base plate (see Plate 19.3-19.4).265 In his study of the Öngüt Gai included a gravestone of three parts.266 
It is, however, unclear if this gravestone is Nestorian as no overt Nestorian features can be distinguished on the 
different parts.267 The stones could therefore also originate from, for instance, a Muslim of Öngüt descent. 
Indeed, all known Nestorian gravestones from Inner Mongolia are limited to a maximum of two components, i.e. 
a stone base and the actual gravestone. 
Horizontal gravestones are not commonly used in China. Chinese gravestones, mubei, generally consist 
of an inscribed tablet, listing the name, date of death and burial, which is placed in an upright position in front of 
a tumulus positioned over the tomb (see Plate 15.3 and 15.4).268 The use of horizontal gravestones in China is 
limited to followers of foreign and minority religions, such as Nestorian Christians or Muslims. A number of 
Nestorian gravestones from Quanzhou in Fujian province is similarly constructed from multiple components.269 
In fact, it may well be the case that a number of components originating from different Muslim and Nestorian 
graves at Quanzhou have been mixed up during reconstruction.270 If anything, the mix up at Quanzhou gives an 
indication of the similarities of Nestorian and Islamic horizontal gravestones.  
                                                
261 Compare Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 70-71 with Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 16.  
262 Niu lists the stone as ‘found in Bailingmiao’: Niu (2006a) 223. 
263 The following sections on the material aspects of Nestorian gravestones are based on Halbertsma (2005a).  
264 I have excluded here two arched gravestones presented by Gai, as it is not clear if they are Nestorian: Gai (1991) Plate 
I.VI.I 74 and 75.  
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267 Gai does not motivate the inclusion of the stones in his list of Nestorian gravestones. 
268 Schottenhammer (1994) 256. 
269 See for instance: Foster (1954) Plate VI-VII.  
270 Foster (1954) 9; Enoki (1964) 57.  
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The design and shape of the Nestorian gravestones from Inner Mongolia are nevertheless unique among 
grave objects in China. No other gravestones encountered in China, including the ones found at Quanzhou, 
feature a cubic component. Gai argued that the shape of the gravestones from Inner Mongolia is based on Noah’s 
Ark, but offers no further explanation.271 Egami described the gravestones as ‘Chinese box-type coffins with a 
top slanting from the head towards the foot’. The Japanese researcher noted that the ‘roof-like part and, when 
there are two bands, the upper band of the side relief, are reminiscent of the lid of an actual coffin’.272 Enoki, not 
unlike Egami, related the shape of the gravestones from Inner Mongolia to the positioning of the corpse in the 
tomb under the gravestone. He described the gravestones as ‘a coffin, of which one end where the head is 
supposed to be placed is made higher than the other where the feet are supposed to be placed.’273 This design 
may have reinforced the orientation of the grave which, as outlined above, differed from traditional Chinese 
graves. Both Egami and Enoki referred to Islamic influences on Nestorian gravestones. Their general 
comparison tallies with my own interpretation of the stones. Apart from the ribbed version, designs of tail-end of 
the Nestorian gravestones are strikingly similar to the design of Islamic gravestones. Modern Muslim graves in 
China’s western province Xinjiang are still designed in this fashion. The same goes for lantern window- and 
ogee shaped frames and outlines, which are commonly used on Islamic gravestones (see Plate 33.4-33.6).274  
Interestingly, the tradition of constructing graves as rectangular coffins positioned above the surface still 
continues in the region where the Nestorian gravestones have been found. The objects, built from plaster and 
straw, contain the remains of the deceased and thus differ from the Nestorian gravestones they resemble which 
are placed over an underground tomb (see Plate 33.1-33.3).  
Decorations on Nestorian gravestones are depicted in both low and high relief and include crosses, 
lotuses, flowers, vines, clouds, birds, wave-patterns and other elaborate abstract designs. Depictions on the 
gravestones are often framed in squares, circles, ogees or lantern windows (see Plate 18). Decorations on the side 
panels of the cube and tail-ends are generally mirrored, whereas decoration on the front and top panel of the cube 
end are generally more particular.  
 
7.3.2 Inscriptions on horizontal gravestones 
A number of stones feature inscriptions. All inscriptions are inscribed on the top of the tail-end of the 
gravestone, start from the cubic head-end and are executed in low relief. Even so, many inscriptions are too 
eroded, worn or damaged to be recorded and deciphered. Early researchers, in particular Miss Lum had already 
noticed that the inscriptions consisted of a standard formula and noted that the script looked like Mongol and 
speculated that it might be Syriac or Aramaic.275  
The first translation attempts focused on one particularly well-documented inscription from 
Wangmuliang.276 Both Saeki277 and Grönbech278 established that the inscriptions were written in the Syriac script 
and in a Turkish dialect. Grönbech associated the dialect with ‘the eastern dialects like that of the Uighurs, rather 
than the western Turkish languages’. The Danish Turkologist further argued that if the Öngüt had spoken 
another language they would not have used the Turkish language in the inscriptions, but Syriac.279 The latter was 
a most important conclusion as it connected the Öngüt in this respect to Central Asia rather than to China. 
Grönbech further pointed out that the inscriptions on the gravestones followed those found at Semericye and 
contained the same formula: “This tomb is that of …”.280  
In 1942 Saeki published eight further translations of inscriptions on Nestorian gravestones from Olon 
Sume.281 These interpretations did not take Grönbech’s remarks into account. Saeki’s contributions to the 
                                                
271 Gai (1991) 282. 
272 Egami (2000) 54. Also see: Egami (1966) 24. 
273 Enoki (1964) 49. 
274 See: Halbertsma (2005a) Photo 9-10. 
275 Lum (1981) 177 
276 Martin (1938) Plate VIII b. This stone is currently held in the Inner Mongolia Cultural Relics and Archaeology Institute 
See also for this stone: Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I 22-25 and Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 30.  
277 For an English synopsis see: Saeki (1940).  
278 Grönbech (1940). Murayama (1963); (1964b) follow Grönbech’s corrections.  
279 Grönbech (1940) 307. 
280 Grönbech (1940) 306. Grönbech based himself on Martin (1938) and photographs of two stones made by Haslund in 
1937.  
281 For an English synopsis see: Saeki (1942).  
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translations of the inscriptions lay, however, in the translation of a number of names that Grönbech had avoided 
until the discovery of further inscriptions.282  
Some twenty years later, in 1963, Japanese Altaïst Murayama, interpreted ‘Martin’s inscription’ from 
Wangmuliang as: “Dieses Grab ist der Xedutha Kustanč”283 and pointed out that the deceased was a female 
Nestorian who had had a double name. The first name of the double name had already been found on an 
inscription at Semericye and the second name meant, according to Murayama, ‘Peace’ in Syriac.284 The Japanese 
researcher further identified the name ‘Yuxanan Oligun’ on the stone recorded by Martin at Bitchik Jellag near 
Derriseng Khutuk.285  
Murayama, who worked from rubbings made at Olon Sume by Egami, interpreted further male names 
on Nestorian gravestones as: ‘Elišbabala Pithion’, ‘Givargis’, ‘Yusp Yušmid’, and two female names as ‘Helena’ 
and ‘Julita’.286 The Turkologist also noted that inscriptions contained the reference mahimnatha, Turkish for ‘the 
believer’, and the title kašiša beg, or ‘priest’.287  
Again some forty years later, in 2006, Niu published an English translation of the inscription from 
Wangmuliang studied by Grönbech and Murayama. Niu interpreted the inscription as: “this is the tomb of 
instructress Qadota”.288 Niu followed Grönbech but took a different interpretation from the Japanese Turkologist 
Muruyama289 and translated the reference to the deceased as a title and a name rather than a double name. Niu 
translated further names from inscriptions of gravestones as ‘priest Eugene’ and ‘priest Stephen’.290 These two 
latter inscriptions most likely originate from Dianlianwusu and Mukhor Soborghan.291 The latter stone from 
Mukhor Soborghan seems to be currently on display at Zhaohe.292  
The debate regarding the short inscriptions thus remains focussed on the identification and translation of 
names rather than the standard formulae of the wording. In the case of the interpretation of Kustanč as a name or 
a title this debate still continues.293 I will further contextualise these and other inscriptions in Chapter 8.  
It must be pointed out that none of the inscriptions on horizontal Nestorian stones contains a date. 
Murayama places the graves around the end of the thirteenth century and the beginning of the fourteenth century. 
As the gravestones are undated the archaeological data are of importance for establishing the period when the 
Nestorian Christians inhabited Inner Mongolia. So far these data have only been provided by Gai. Coins 
excavated by Gai from Nestorian graves at Wangmuliang, the least complicated cemetery in terms of grave 
types, date from the Han, Tang and Song dynasties.294 The most recent of these coins suggest that the graves 
were constructed during the Öngüt period. Coins encountered by Gai at other Öngüt sites date to the Liao, Jin, 
Song and Yuan periods. As at least one of these sites features a number of the early rock-graves it is difficult to 
use these coins for the dating of horizontal gravestones.295 It seems safe to suggest that the horizontal 
gravestones were in any case used from the Song dynasty onwards until the Yuan. Indeed, no coins from the 
Ming dynasty have been encountered in graves from Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia.  
 
7.3.3 Decorative depictions on horizontal gravestones 
Many of the motifs and patterns found on Nestorian gravestones came into use centuries before the Nestorian 
Christians settled in Inner Mongolia. In some cases these motifs and patterns are still widely used in the region 
and far beyond (see Plate 32). The depictions on the Nestorian gravestones suggest influences from the steppes 
of Central Asia and Mongolia, the Middle East and China.  
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To understand the depictions on Nestorian gravestones, it is helpful to call attention to the fact that the 
basic material in the steppe on which decorations would normally be made was felt. Felt decorations served as 
the source of inspiration for decoration on other material as well. But most important of all, the continuity of 
decorative depictions shows how the Nestorian episode was part of a long term cultural continuum rather than a 
break with the past and the introduction of new symbols and patterns. I have already referred to the ancient 
Daoist imagery on a stele from Olon Sume. I will return to the incorporation of ancient decorations and symbols 
when discussing cross depictions in Section 8.2 and discuss here the role that felt played in the development of 
these patterns, motifs and symbols among the steppe peoples of Central Asia and Mongolia regardless of their 
particular origin.  
Luntengiin Batchuluun, a Mongolian art historian researching decorative patterns and symbols, argues 
that the earliest depictions in the steppe region were of domestic animals such as sheep and totemic-deer and 
other mythical creatures. Over time these depictions evolved into decorative patterns and ultimately into abstract 
and repetitive geometrical forms.296 In due course these stitches were embroidered in patterns. Batchuluun points 
out that:  
 
the decorative patterns used by the Mongols… always express a particular symbolic meaning. 
…symbols are associated not only with the decorative arts, but also with elements of the surrounding 
natural and cultural environment; thus the symbol must be interpreted not exclusively as a decorative 
element or merely visual sign, but as a cultural signifier in the broadest sense.297  
 
Batchuluun further argues that the steppe patterns have a common origin. The basic structures of the Mongol and 
Kazakh patterns for instance are, according to Batchuluun, essentially identical (compare Plate 32.3 with 
32.4).298 In my opinion it is therefore appropriate to relate the patterns on Nestorian gravestones to steppe 
patterns. Patterns stitched on felt served practical purposes as well. Stitched spiral patterns were especially 
suitable to enhance and preserve felt, as they would strengthen the material and prevent the material from 
ripping. It must be noted that a number of gravestones depicts spirals.299  
The first motif, identified by Batchuluun as in Mongolian ever ugalz or ‘horn pattern inspired by the 
wild ram’300 is depicted on a number of Nestorian gravestones. An elaborate version of the horn-pattern, ‘a 
continuous pattern having a generally rounded shape’,301 can also be found on at least one fragment of a 
gravestone.302 Other tomb material depicts horn-patterns that portray similarities to Kazakh patterns.303 The horn 
pattern, also regularly used on the Nestorian gravestones from Zaiton,304 closely resembles Chinese abstract 
depictions of dragons. 
A second category of repetitive patterns seen on Nestorian gravestones include the usan ergüülen khee 
(a curling pattern representing, according to Batchuluun, the movement of water) and the usan khörvöölgö khee 
(a curling pattern representing, according to Batchuluun, rolling waves).305 Versions of the wave-pattern, in 
varying forms of complexity, seem to be limited to the panels of the tail-end of the gravestones. Only one 
Nestorian gravestones features such decorations on the top of the tail-end.306  
Apart from abstract patterns, many gravestones feature realistic floral motifs and vine patterns that 
suggest influences from Central Asia and the Middle East. Flowers are mostly depicted on the four panels at the 
cube end. Images on the top panel generally consist of a top view of a calyx with six or eight drop shaped petals 
(see Plate 17.6 and 18.2). Other calyx depictions consist of round petals around a circular core.307 One 
gravestone depicts a flower with a second ring of petals around its core.308 These images seem to be limited to 
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the top panel and do not appear on side or front panels. The side panels are mainly used for cross depictions or 
plant decorations whereby the contour of the entire plant, including the leaves and stem, is depicted from the 
side. Especially the depiction of the calyx is well attested in ancient Central Asian and Middle Eastern art.309  
Images of vine patterns are generally limited to the base of the stone and to the panels of the tail-end. 
At times multiple vine patterns are found on the base or in different rectangles of the tail-end panels. End 
panels that do not depict vine or flower patterns, frequently feature geometrical patterns including circles, 
waves, leaves or other repetitive abstractions. When depicted on the base rim, the vine may wind itself around 
the lower part of the stone including the rim below the front panel.310 Many such depictions are also found on 
other objects used by the Öngüt (see for instance Plate 20.2 and 22.3). Only the Nestorian gravestone 
discovered in 1936 by Haenish at Bitchik Jellag and documented by a line drawing and a rare photograph, 
features a decoration of a flower on the back panel which is mirrored at the front panel.311 This stone 
furthermore features two unique bird depictions set within a large plant with flowers. The depiction, executed 
in high relief, covers the entire side panel of the tail-end and is presumably mirrored on the other side of the 
stone.312 Lum, who made both sketch and photograph, also mentioned the birds in a general description of the 
stones.313 The style and nature of the depictions from Bitchik Jellag are markedly different from those on 
other Nestorian gravestones. It is important to note that the depictions of the natural world on gravestones 
encountered in Inner Mongolia are limited to flowers and organic plant material such as vines, stems and 
leaves.  
All images on the Nestorian gravestone from Inner Mongolia are framed. Frames may be round or 
square or follow ogee outlines. A number of frames are so called lantern windows consisting of an ogee shaped 
outline with a number of cusps. These shapes are also found as outlines on Islamic and Nestorian tablets and 
horizontal gravestones from Quanzhou (see Plate 1.5-1.7).314 The lantern window shaped outlines are also 
encountered on a Nestorian gravestone from Yangzhou315 and, surprisingly, on two Roman Catholic grave 
tablets discovered at Yangzhou. In addition, the Roman Catholic tablets feature a vine motif frequently used by 
Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia.316  
Enoki speculated that the Islamic lantern shaped frame may not necessarily have been a direct influence 
from Islamic architecture.317 The shape can be found, according to Enoki, in Chinese Buddhist art dating from 
before the advent of Islam and may in fact represent a recess or a draped curtain. Given the Islamic influence on 
the shape of the tail-end of the stones it seems however most likely that that the Nestorian Christians in Inner 
Mongolia adopted the lantern window at the same time that they adopted the other Islamic or Middle Eastern 
features.  
Among the Nestorian gravestones from Inner Mongolia a number of square frames feature cloud-like 
depictions in the four corners (see among other stones Plate 18.2). Such depictions seem to be unique among the 
Nestorian gravestones found in Central Asia and China.  
Finally, a number of stones depict vertical rows of three circular discs between two vertical lines on the 
side panels of the tail-end.318 These depictions seem to come in pairs positioned at both ends in the upper panel 
of a tail-end. In one case the motive is twice depicted at the tail-end of a stone.319 The motif always occurs in 
combination with an abstract rendering. The motif and abstraction can be interpreted as the head and body of a 
dragon. Dragon depictions, suggesting a Chinese influence on the gravestones, are well attested on stone grave 
material of the Öngüt.320 These dragon depictions, if that is what they are, are frequently depicted on the upper 
side panels of the tail-end of the gravestones. In these cases, the lower panel depicts a floral or vine motif. These 
motifs may suggest a division between the heavens, represented by a dragon in the upper panel, and earth, 
represented by a floral or vine motif in the lower panel.  
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7.3.4 Cross depictions on horizontal gravestones 
A great number of the horizontal Nestorian gravestones, but certainly not all, are decorated with cross 
depictions. The depiction of the crosses is strictly limited to the four cube panels and occurs most often on the 
front panel (see for instance Plate 17.2 and 17.7). All cross depictions on gravestones are fully symmetrical and 
aligned on a vertical and horizontal axis. Arms of crosses may be straight, triangular or swallow tail shaped, with 
or without a triangular or curved indent (see for instance Plate 18.3 and 18.5). A number of crosses depicts a 
circular disc at its core, sometimes extended by four or even eight similar circular disc depictions between the 
arms. Crosses frequently stand in, or rise from further ornaments such as rectangular shaped bases, lotus flowers 
or other floral motifs. On one particular stone, a cross is sheltered under a parasol shaped object (see Plate 18.5). 
Because of the importance of the cross from a religious perspective, I will further contextualise the geographic 
dimensions and in particular the development of these depictions over time in Section 8.2.  
 
7.3.5 Summary of material aspects of graves with horizontal gravestones  
With the exception of Biqigetuhaolai and Shizhuziliang, all major Nestorian gravesites in Inner Mongolia feature 
horizontal gravestones. By 2005 none of these gravestones remained in situ. Worse, a great number of these 
gravestones had been removed from the field and have disappeared into private hands of settlers, antique dealers 
and collectors. Fortunately, a number of stones is included in collections kept by cultural relics authorities. 
Looting and some government measures (including early excavation) have further destroyed the gravesites. 
Obviously, the destruction of so many sites makes the virtual preservation of the material in textual and visual 
form the more important. 
 The over-all design of the horizontal gravestones is unique but also portrays parallels to Muslim 
gravestones. A number of gravestones features short inscriptions revealing the name of the deceased. 
Decorations on the gravestones include ‘Islamic lantern windows’ and ogees, patterns frequently found among 
peoples of the steppe of Central Asia and in Persia, and in some cases Chinese motifs. Cross depictions on the 
stones are most diverse in style and are frequently depicted above lotus flowers. At times the positioning of the 
horizontal gravestone follows the cult of the East.  
I will further contextualise these features and characteristics in Chapter 8.  
 
7.4 Tomb sculptures at Nestorian sites 
Three Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia, namely Wangmuliang, Olon Sume and Chengbuzi, feature statues 
originating from paths approaching the tomb. At present, none of these statues remains in situ.  
Traditional Chinese tomb approaches generally consist of identical pairs of animals and human figures 
and a stone stele with an inscription commemorating the deceased. The sculptures of each pair are positioned 
opposite each other to form a spirit way leading to the tomb. Animals, such as lions, sheep, unicorns and horses, 
are portrayed both resting and standing to suggest a rotation of the guard. Human figures guarding the tomb are, 
confirm etiquette, always standing. Pairs of figures may include military personnel wearing armour and officials 
dressed in flowing robes. The practice of constructing such ceremonial spirit ways at tomb sites was widely 
prevalent by the Song. The Song regulated that animal figures could be used for the burial of public 
functionaries. The inclusion of human figures was limited to high officials.321 The statues at such walkways are 
generally quite crude,322 as Lattimore had also noticed when documenting Olon Sume.323  
Assuming that no complete pair of sculptures was removed, the groups of statues found at 
Wangmuliang, Olon Sume and Chengbuzi seem complete. At each site also a turtle base for a stele was found. 
None of the statues portrays obvious Nestorian motifs such as crosses, Syriac inscriptions or otherwise. Among 
the human figures found at the Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia are statues featuring long gowns with wide 
sleeves associated with officials and statues with swords associated with military figures.324 The first question to 
raise here is whether these sculptures originate from the Nestorian period in Inner Mongolia. 
The graveyard of Wangmuliang is the least complicated of the three burial sites in terms of establishing 
a Nestorian dimension of the sculptures, as it seems that it was exclusively used by Nestorian Christians. In 1936 
Martin documented at Wangmuliang two parts of a stele among tomb sculptures and a turtle base. 325 The stele 
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featured a relatively long Chinese inscription. Martin did not make rubbings during his research and attempted - 
but failed - to obtain a copy of a rubbing made some time earlier by a Chinese governor of Hohhot. In 1938, 
Chen Yuan published a first study of the tablet. Chen Yuan worked from photographs and concluded his study 
with the remark that only a rubbing of the tablet would allow for further study. The Chinese scholar was 
nevertheless able to translate the inscription on the headstone: ‘Tablet on the Spiritual Way (i.e. grave-yard 
avenue) of Lord Yeh-lü, administrator of the Yelikewen’. Study of the tablet revealed the personal name of Lord 
Yelü as Yucheng. Also, the title from the headstone was used again in the main inscription.326 Chen Yuan 
pointed out that Yelü Yucheng descended from the prominent Khitan clan who founded the Western Liao 
dynasty. It will be remembered that one of the more prominent members of this clan, namely Yelü Dashi, has 
been associated with the figure of Prester John (see Chapter 1). Until the discovery of the tablet at Wangmuliang, 
members of the clan were only known to have adhered to Buddhism and Daoism. Chen Yuan thus pointed out 
that ‘it is indeed great news to historians that some members of that illustrious clan were Christians’.327 It must 
be pointed out, however, that it is not known how Yelü Yucheng is related to Yelü Dashi or the other Yelü-clan 
members with whom he shares his name.  
The title of the headstone further confirms that the tomb sculptures encountered at Wangmuliang were 
part of a spirit way. Given these circumstances the tablet and headstone most likely stood on the turtle-base 
recorded by Martin at the site328, as also Lum suggested.329 Indeed, the design of the inscriptions follows the 
Song dynasty instructions for epitaphs erected at spirit ways. These instructions detail that the head stone should 
list the name and office of the administrator in seal characters whereas the inscription on the stele should detail 
the achievements of the deceased in classical characters. The latter can consist of extensive inscriptions. Such 
epitaphs were both erected inside the tomb and on spirit ways.330 
Since the tombstones at Wangmuliang are Nestorian and the site seems to be exclusively used by 
Nestorian Christians, it is most likely that Lord Yeh-lü was Nestorian himself. Indeed, the title ‘administrator’, 
guanling in Chinese, used on the tablet was frequently used in the Mongol administration for administrators of 
special populations331 and these officials, as mentioned above, frequently originated from the people they 
administered. This does not make the sculptures Nestorian, but suggests that prominent Nestorian Christians 
were much sinicised and made use of a spirit way at Wangmuliang. Archaeological excavations at Wangmuliang 
confirm that other Nestorian Christians at the site also incorporated Chinese elements in their burial practices.  
In 1973 Gai documented fragments of the shield of a turtle base at Wangmuliang and recorded pairs of 
stone officials, pigs, lions and ram.332 According to Gai, the tablet was subsequently brought to the Inner 
Mongolia Museum. Gai, who published a rather small image of a rubbing from the stele (the image is too small 
to distinguish characters), transcribed the inscription on the stele into simplified characters.333 Gai argued that the 
administrator had come from a western region and had been of Uighur rather than Khitan descent. Furthermore, 
Gai identified the name of the Yelikewen administrator as Yelü Zicheng rather than Yelü Yucheng.334  
In 2001 the author documented fragments of a stone turtle-base and a pair of officials at the 
Wangmuliang. At subsequent visits these fragments had disappeared. During later visit further material from the 
tomb sculptures were recorded and documented at Wangmuliang (see Plate 15.5-15.7).  
The tomb sculptures originating from the Olon Sume and Chengbuzi are very similar in style to the ones 
encountered at Wangmuliang. At both sites the statues are encountered in a Nestorian context of horizontal 
gravestones. It is thus not too far fetched to presume that the sculptures encountered at Olon Sume and 
Chengbuzi were also used by the Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt.  
The identification of the sculptures at Olon Sume, however, is complicated due to the absence of a stele. 
The identity and history of the person buried in this important tomb is thus unclear. Martin remarked that the 
stele from the turtle had been removed to the temple of Bailingmiao but could not visit the monastery town to 
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verify this due to the Japanese army presence.335 In 2001 the stele was not kept at the temple, nor could it be 
identified in the collection kept at the cultural relics yard of the town.  
Gai seems to suggest that the statues and a Mongolian stele were of the Tumet Mongols who inhabited 
Olon Sume during the Ming dynasty.336 Both Egami and Lattimore documented a sixteenth century Mongolian 
stele of the Tumet.337 Lattimore, however, described the stele as a ‘black stone’ and it is most unlikely that it had 
been part of the turtle base, which is of a white marble.338 This black tablet can thus not be used to date the 
marble turtle base encountered outside Olon Sume. Martin too documented a headstone of a stele within the city 
remains which was again recorded in 2001 at the cultural relics yard of Balingmiao and in 2005 at Olon Sume 
(see Plate 11.5 and 24.3).339 Given the dark colour of the headstone it is well possible that the object is part of the 
‘black stone’ referred to by Lattimore. In 2001 and 2005 the granite headstone was one of a pair of headstones. 
The second headstone of the pair was sculpted from a white marble and it may be that this headstone belongs to 
one of the two white marble turtle bases originating from Olon Sume (see Plate 11.5 and 24.4). The question to 
address for future research thus concerns which turtle base, if any, this marble headstone belonged to.  
Egami, who also could not locate the stele belonging to the tomb sculptures at Olon Sume, speculated 
that the inscribed tablet at the site had been taken away as a war trophy by the Ming troops when they conquered 
the city. The association of the Öngüt with the ruling Mongols would have put the Nestorian Christians at Olon 
Sume in the enemy camp of the Ming troops. Egami, in other words also interpreted the objects as dating from 
the Öngüt period. The Japanese archaeologist further speculated that the tomb with the sculptures was that of 
King George.340 The Japanese archaeologist based himself on the prominence of the tomb and a reference to the 
burial of the royal in Yan Fu’s funerary inscription which revealed that after King George had been killed by his 
enemies his son Prince John retrieved the remains for reburial. The document does not specify the location of the 
reburial but Egami argued that King George would have been buried according to Chinese customs at the Öngüt 
capital of Olon Sume, i.e. the site with the Chinese style tomb sculptures and turtle base.341  
The identification of the tomb as the burial site of King George is, however, problematic. The style, 
nature and number of the pairs of tomb statues encountered at Olon Sume and Wangmuliang are very similar. 
The sculptures at Wangmuliang were erected to commemorate an administrator of the Yelikewen. Unless one or 
more pairs of sculptures had been removed from the site at Olon Sume, it is highly unlikely that a king of the 
stature of King George, who was so closely allied with the descendents of Genghis Khan and the Mongol ruling 
court, would have been buried in the same fashion as an administrator of the Yelikewen. The number of 
sculptures encountered at the administrator’s grave at Chengbuzi seems to tally with these findings. The site 
yielded one more pair of sculptures than the two other sites, though no tablet has been retrieved here. Provided 
that no complete pair of sculptures was removed from Olon Sume and Wangmuliang, the number of tomb 
sculptures at Chengbuzi suggest that the tomb at Chengbuzi was for a person of higher rank than those 
constructed at Olon Sume and Wangmuliang. If King George was indeed buried at Olon Sume it is unlikely that 
there could be a person of higher rank at Chengbuzi. Based on the number of tomb statues one would thus rather 
expect to find the grave of King George at Chengbuzi. The number of tomb sculptures encountered at Chengbuzi 
may also point to a greater prominence of the site itself. Indeed, Gai identified Chengbuzi as Jingzhou, one of the 
prominent cities included in the Jinshi. To date there is, however, no substantial proof of the locality of the burial 
place of King George.  
 
7.5 Other Nestorian stones from Olon Sume 
Gai discovered three further objects depicting Nestorian crosses and inscriptions within the city walls of Olon 
Sume. Gai’s documentation of these objects is limited to a short description of the stones and three small 
depictions of rubbings.342 Two of these three objects feature cross depictions, both in a crude low relief, with 
external decorations on each of the four arms.343 The stones further portray inscriptions in both horizontal and 
                                                
335 Martin (1938) 244.  
336 Gai (1991) 101. 
337 See: Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) 56. For a study and translation of the stone see: Heissig (1955) 
and Heissig (1966).  
338 Lattimore (1941) 108. 
339 Martin (1938) 144 and Plate XI C. 
340 Egami (2000) 46 ff. 
341 Egami (2000) 46-47.  
342 Gai (1991) 272 and Plate I.V.VII 11-12. 
343 The current whereabouts of the objects are unknown to the author.  
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vertical lines (see Appendix 2.3.2 fig. 1, rubbings upper left and lower left). These textual features, in 
combination with the cross depictions, are strongly reminiscent of Nestorian gravestones found at the gravesites 
in the Semericye region in present Kyrgyzstan.  
The third object discovered within the city remains of Olon Sume concerns a six-sided ‘Nestorian stele’. 
Gai excavated the stele in 1974 from the foundations of a building situated in the southern part of the city (see 
Appendix 2.3.2 fig. 1.).344 The design suggests that the tablet was erected vertically with the lower part dug into 
the ground. The tablet is horizontally broken into two pieces, straight through the inscription. The inscription 
consists of thirteen lines in the Syriac script but the rubbing is reproduced at a size that does not allow study of 
the content. Both the inscription and decorations are executed in a low relief. The cross features indented arms 
and rises from a lotus flower. Between the arms four discs are depicted each marked at the centre with a point. 
The core of the cross features a fifth disc. Similar cross depictions have also been found on the horizontal 
Nestorian gravestones.345  
The current whereabouts of the object is unknown to the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and 
Cultural Relics and it is feared that this tablet has been lost and was used for the building of a bridge.346 Only one 
rubbing of the stone is accounted for, which is reportedly in the possession of Gai. In 2003 Niu visited Gai at his 
home in Hohhot to study the rubbing.347 Niu confirmed that the inscription was written in the Syriac script and 
established that the languages used were Syriac and Uighur.348 In 2006 Niu produced two un-annotated 
translations.349 I refer here to the translation which is most accessible:  
 
[In Syriac] In the name of the Father, of the Son, and the Holy Spirit. [In Uighur] In the reckoning of 
king Alexander, son of the king Philippe, native of the town of Macedonia, 1602 [= A.D. 1290] and in 
the Chinese reckoning, the tiger year, the twelfth month, the seventh day … Tägin… at the age of thirty-
three, he completed the command of God. May people commemorate him! May his soul take rest in the 
eternal paradise! Amen and Amen!350  
 
From the translation it can be understood that the tablet was intended to commemorate an individual whose 
name, or part of his name, was ‘Tägin’ and who died in 1290 at the age of thirty-three. Niu implies in his 
translation that the deceased was male. The use of the Syriac script and the Syriac and Uighur languages, 
Seleucid dating, opening and closing invocations and the depiction of a Nestorian cross suggest, of course, that 
‘Tägin’ – as I will from now onwards refer to the deceased in this inscription - was a Nestorian Christian of 
Turkic, perhaps Öngot, descent.  
The use of the stele seems in the first place to commemorate the deceased. Most Nestorian funerary 
inscriptions from Inner Mongolia start with the words ‘this is the grave of’ and it must be noted that the 
inscription on this tablet does not make such reference. As the tablet was found in the foundation of a building it 
is highly likely that it had been moved there from its original location. Given the design and style of the tablet it 
may have originated from the graveyard of Olon Sume, where three other tomb steles have been found (see 
Section 7.1.2).351 Alternatively, if the purpose of the stele was simply to commemorate ‘Tägin’ the stone may 
have originated from a commemoration hall situated within the city itself.  
 
7.6 Öngüt coffin and pagoda at Zhaohe and coffin slab at Bailingmiao 
Martin set up his first camp at a settlement of ger-tents belonging to Arash near Zhaohe. Today, the site has 
become a regional tourist centre. At the centre of the town stands a run down temple complex, exploited as a 
cultural relics museum of the area.352 Inside the yard a tunnel leads to a brick tomb chamber containing a 
                                                
344 Gai (1991) 272 and Plate I.V.IX. 
345 See for a good example among many other gravestones: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 16. 
346 The lack of information regarding the current whereabouts of the tablet was confirmed to the author in November 2004 
by Wei Jian, at the time one of the directors of the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics, during a 
visit to the research station at Miaozigou, Inner Mongolia.  
347 Remark made by Niu in response to question of the author during conference presentation of Niu (2006b).  
348 Niu (1996a) 222. 
349 See Niu (2006a) 220-222 and Niu (2006c) 316 ff. I follow here Niu (2006a).  
350 Niu (2006a) 222. No interpretation of the translation or further context is given by Niu.  
351 These two objects are: Gai (1991) Plate I.V.VII 10 and I.V.VIII. 
352 Xilamorizhen compound at the Puhuisi temple at Zhaohe. 
 132 
chamber of stone slabs. Depictions on the inner side of the chamber slabs include vases with flowers, Chinese 
furniture with bowls of peaches and other fruits and Chinese door frames (see Plate 21).  
Images of furniture, banquets and wooden doors are well attested during the Song and Jin dynasties.353 
One example of a stone slab documented in 2003 by the present author at the cultural relics yard of Bailingmiao 
demonstrates that also Nestorian Christians depicted Chinese style furniture on grave material.354 The slab, most 
probably part of a stone coffin, features a relatively small cross standing on a Chinese altar table. The image is 
executed in low relief and relatively small in size and thus unusually inconspicuous. The depiction of an altar 
table, including legs and supports, is unique among the Nestorian representations of this area. Other depictions 
on the coffin from Zhaohe include calyxes and flower motifs regularly found on Nestorian gravestones. The 
style of the images suggests that the tomb is of a prominent member of Öngüt descent.  
The tomb is now part of an exhibition and around its entrance stand a number of stone objects, including 
Turkish balbal, two Nestorian gravestones and a stone pagoda.355 The stone pagoda, if that is what it is, is of 
further interest here as it depicts a lantern window frame and a wave pattern regularly found on Nestorian graves 
(see Plate 20.2 and 20.3). The origin and use of the object are not further detailed at the museum, but the style of 
the depictions place the object in the Öngüt period.356 Gai, who included a number of components and a 
reconstruction of the object in his study of the Öngüt, interprets the object as a Buddhist grave pagoda from the 
Yuan dynasty.357 Both tomb and pagoda require more study, in particular regarding the origins and the 
dimensions of shared motifs among Nestorian and Buddhist Öngüt. The object reminds of the stone dome 
discovered at Mukhor Soborghan, and it may thus well be that this dome originally had a similar function (see 
for this object Section 7.2.3).  
Incidentally, two large barrel like stones depicting Nestorian crosses have been unearthed recently in 
Quanzhou. The usage of the objects has still to be determined, but it may well be that they have been part of a 
grave pagoda.358 A number of such pagodas have been found in Fujian and a number of these pagodas can now 
be seen - and acquired - at a privately owned relics yard in Quanzhou (see Plate 20.4; 20.5 and 20.7). It must be 
noted that the stone parts of pagodas from Inner Mongolia feature vertical channels in order to stack the stones 
on a wooden pole, but that the barrel shaped stones from Quanzhou do not seem to have such features. This may 
be due to the positioning of these stones on top of the pagoda. In order to establish this usage it would be helpful 
to examine the base of the objects from Quanzhou, which is currently, due their positioning, impossible.  
Indeed, in Inner Mongolia too a number of objects featuring patterns frequently used by the Öngüt 
remain to be identified, including an extensively decorated stone resembling a pillar base on display at the 
Hohhot General Department Museum Yard (see for such an object Plate 22.2 and 22.3).  
 
7.7 Graves with stone columns at Shizhuziliang  
The practice among the steppe peoples to erect stone columns at gravesites dates from well before the Turkic 
period. Decorations on such pillars include deer with rolling antlers and human faces. During the Turkic period 
stone columns at gravesites were hewn into life size human figures, which have become known as Turkic balbal 
(or babas).359 Tellingly, these objects have been frequently encountered to be positioned with their heads facing 
east. Whereas most Central Asian states and China have removed balbal from the steppe to museum premises, a 
great number of pillars or balbal can still be found in Mongolia in situ.360  
What is of importance here is that the practice of erecting vertical stone columns with depictions was 
adopted at the Christian gravesite of Shizhuziliang. According to De Brabander the cemetery of Shizhuziliang 
was positioned ‘at the north side of a large lake and a beautiful river: towards the east and west the steppe 
reaches as far as the eye can see, towards the south she measures five hours, towards the north two hours.’361 
                                                
353 Laing (1978) 15-16; Laing (1988) 79-80 and Fig. 15; Kuhn (1994) 100 
354 Halbertsma (2005a) Stone slab 46. 
355 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 22-23. 
356 Niu seems to list the object in his most recent publication but does not refer to the place of origin the object other than ‘a 
place not far from here, i.e. Mukhor Soborghan, see: Niu (2006a) 311 and Figure 7 on the same page.  
357 Gai (1991) 310 and Plate I.VII.I 1-2.  
358 See for these objects: Wu (2005) B 13; B 14. One stone is now on display at the Quanzhou Maritime Museum, 
Quanzhou. The other stone is on display at the recently opened Quanzhou History Museum, Quanzhou, situated next to the 
Taiwan Museum.  
359 For remarks regarding balbal see: Barthold (1970) 195 ff. 
360 See: Halbertsma (2004e) and Halbertsma (2003a) Chapter 9: ‘Lege graven’; Jisl (1960) Plate 4-6. 
361 De Brabander (1891a) 412.  
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Pieters, who identified the site as Shizhuziliang (literally Stone Column Roof Beam), estimated that the site 
measured some ‘two by five to ten km.’362 Pieters further noted that the graves had been positioned on an east-
west axis. The corpses had been arranged with the heads pointing to the west, i.e. facing east. This would suggest 
that the graves followed the cult of the East, an orientation frequently followed by the Nestorian Christians in 
Inner Mongolia.  
 De Brabander and Pieters each documented six gravestones at Shizhuziliang (excluding a base 
documented by De Brabander). Four of these stones appear to be documented by both. There may thus well be a 
total of eight documented stones from Shizhiziliang. The majority of these gravestones was constructed from 
black basalt and measured, according to De Brabander, some 2.5 m. in height (presumably including the lower 
part which was fixed in the ground). Only a base stone sketched by De Brabander and the elusive ‘large white 
marble cross’ that had prompted De Brabander to visit the site in the first place, were fashioned out of a white 
marble. None of the stones featured inscriptions, which complicates the dating of the objects and the site. Pieters 
dated a number of objects found in graves at Shizhuziliang to the Song and Liao dynasties.363 It is, however, 
uncertain if these tomb objects originated from Christian graves. 
The first stone slab from Shizhuziliang depicts an engraving in low relief of a Chinese incense burner 
(interpreted and sketched by De Brabander as a lamb) between two candles (compare Appendix 2.1 sketch lower 
left with the rubbing in Appendix 2.2.1). Above the incense burner is a cross depicted with on the left side the 
Greek letter ‘iota’ (I) and on the right side the letter ‘sigma’ (S). The top of the incense burner can be interpreted 
as being modelled on the letter ‘eta’ (H). According to this interpretation the cross is standing on the horizontal 
part of the ‘H’. In combination the cross and incense imagery can, in my opinion, thus be interpreted as a rather 
idiosyncratic representation of the ‘IHS-monogram’ used by the Roman Catholic Church.  
The IHS-symbol is composed of the first three letters of the Greek word for Jesus and is also frequently 
depicted as an abbreviation for ‘Iesous Hominum Salvator’ (‘Jesus Savior of Man’ in Latin) or ‘In Hoc Signo’ 
(‘In this sign’ in Latin). The monogram has been used on early Roman gravestones and has become much 
associated with the Jesuit order which depicted the symbol inside a radiant image of light (see Plate 2.2). The 
depiction thus constitutes a remarkable fusion between western and Chinese iconography. Also, Pieters seems to 
have interpreted the depiction as Roman Catholic when he referred to a stone as ‘la pierre plate avec croix 
latine’, or ‘the stone slab with a Latin cross’.364 Pieters, who discovered a number of objects in the graves, 
further referred to a mirror with what was perhaps ‘a Catholic representation of the Virgin carrying the Christ 
child’.365 The remark, in connection with the catholic symbol, is most puzzling, but as no image of this depiction 
is included, also most problematic. Depictions of a mother carrying a child are frequently found in Buddhist 
iconography as the female manifestation of the bodhisattva Guanyin. The representation of the female Guanyin 
carrying a child has been frequently mistaken for or compared to depictions of the virgin Maria carrying 
Christ.366  
As the sketches of De Brabander prove to be misleading I will base myself on the photographs and 
rubbing of six stones from Shizhuziliang provided by Pieters (see Appendix 2.2.1-2.2.3).  
All six stones documented by Pieters portray cross depictions. The cross depictions are diverse and 
feature, excluding the stone documented in the rubbing, both indented and pointed arms. In the first case the 
cross depiction is limited to what appears to be a fragment of the ‘lower arm’ of the cross (Appendix 2.2.2, 
image to far right).367 This depiction is particularly interesting as it stands on a base which is also found in 
depictions from Semericye.368  
A second cross depiction seems to be depicted on top of a mountain of stones. The stones, or pebbles, 
are stacked on top of each other suggesting the image of a mountain or a Mongol ovoo, the devotional pile of 
stones much revered by Mongolians. The next stone documented by Pieters depicts a cross above a potted flower 
                                                
362 Pieters (1924a) 54.  
363 Pieters (1924a) 55 and post script on page 56 of the same publication.  
364 Pieters (1924b) 249. 
365 Pieters (1924a) 55. 
366 Halbertsma (2002a) 60.  
367 The same object seems included in: Saeki (1937) plate opposite page 426, lower right. The photograph published by 
Saeki, however, depicts a stone which is smaller in size than the one documented by Pieters. Perhaps the Scheut 
missionaries reduced the stone in size to facilitate transport from Shizhuziliang to Xiwanzi or the images document two 
different objects after all.  
368 Li and Niu (2006) 4 and compare Fig. 7 and 8.  
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standing on an altar table. The altar table in turn stands on a table or a chest with doors (see Appendix 2.2.1). 
Both altar table and chest are distinctly Chinese in style, suggesting a sinicization of the image. 
Pieters’ fifth stone slab from Shizhuziliang depicts crosses on each side. One of these crosses rises from 
a lotus flower which is uniquely depicted including its stem or root (see Appendix 2.2.2 image to the far right).  
Pieters discovered a final gravestone during his second visit to Shizhuziliang in May 1924. The stone 
featured a cross positioned inside a circle on the one side, and a second cross marked by two circles at its centre 
on the other side (see Appendix 2.2.3 fig. 1).369 The latter cross is depicted on top of a lotus flower and, what 
appears to be, a Chinese style altar table.  
Both De Brabander and Pieters wondered about the origin of the site and speculated that it might have 
been Nestorian rather than Roman Catholic. Moule, Duvigneau, Bernard and Saeki imply, through the inclusion 
of the objects from Shizhuziliang in their discussions of Nestorian relics, that the cross depictions are Nestorian.  
The depictions on the majority of stones seem to me Nestorian in style (see for instance the cross and 
floral depictions as well as depiction of altar tables) and organization (for instance the orientation of the graves 
in combination with the use of stone columns traditionally used in the steppe) and may thus well date from the 
Nestorian period in Inner Mongolia.  
The depiction with the Roman Catholic cross and IHS-symbol, however, differs notably from the 
Nestorian ones. Obviously, the stone with the IHS-motif suggests that the cemetery at Shizhuziliang was used by 
Roman Catholics. The depiction may thus originate from either the Jesuit period or the Nestorian period. 
Regarding the identification of the depiction as a result of the Jesuit presence in China, it must be noted that the 
depiction does not feature the light-rays included in the symbol used by the Jesuit order. De Brabander, who 
interpreted the image as a lamb and was thus unawares of the cross depiction with the IHS-symbol, mentioned 
that the stones seemed much older than the gravestones made by the Jesuits in Beijing during the seventeenth 
century (a number of such steles, including depictions of the IHS-symbol, still remain at the Communist Party 
school of Beijing [see Plate 2.1 and 2.2] and the cultural heritage yard at the Five Pagoda Temple in Beijing). It 
may well be possible that the stone from Shizuzhiliang originates from the Nestorian period in Inner Mongolia 
but has in fact Roman Catholic origins. Catholic missionaries and travellers, such as Montecorvino, Polo and 
Perdenone, did, after all, frequent the region from the thirteenth century onwards. It may also be the case that the 
Christians around Shizhuziliang were not that particular in distinguishing between different Christian creeds and 
used the cemetery for both Nestorian as well as Catholic Christians. Indeed, references to King George 
conversion from Nestorian Christianity to Roman Catholicism show that these two creeds functioned at the same 
time alongside each other.  
Alternatively the depiction may be Nestorian after all. It has been pointed out above that the conversion 
of King George may in fact have not been as neat as suggested by Montecorvino. It seems not too far fetched to 
assume that the Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt did not make a strict separation between the two creeds 
and took an inclusive approach to conversion, a process understood much more radical and exclusive by the 
European missionaries. It must also be noted that the symbol is not properly executed and that the depiction of 
incense burner and candles are so Chinese in style that one can wonder if a foreign Roman Catholic missionary 
would have approved of this idiosyncratic depiction. It may thus well be possible that the stone was executed by 
a Nestorian who ‘borrowed’ the depiction from a Roman Catholic example without making much difference 
between the two creeds.  
The cemetery raises questions too about the whereabouts of the Christian community that used the 
cemetery. De Brabander mentioned that there were many ‘ancient Mongolian settlements’ in the steppe.370 At 
one of these sites, De Brabander and fifteen local Christians searched for treasure to fund their missionary 
activities. The site was identified by De Brabander as ‘Tchagan Balgason’, Mongolian for The White City, 
situated ‘one hour north’ of De Brabander’s post. At the site De Brabander’s team uncovered city walls, 
foundations, fired bricks and sculptures of dragons. Pieters places the city (Pieters used Tch’a-han Balgasoun’) 
some 15 km. from his post at Shizhuziliang and seems to suggest that the site was in fact Marco Polo’s 
‘Cyagannor’, presumably Shangdu, the northern capital of Khubilai Khan. The presence of both Nestorian and 
Catholic Christians at the court of Khubilau is, of course, well attested, but is seems unlikely that Pieters’ ruins 
can be identified as Shangdu given the location of the latter site. Also, Pieters’ finds of objects from the Liao and 
Song dynasty suggest that the cemetery was earlier in use than Shangdu.371 
                                                
369 Pieters (1924b) photos opposite page 248.  
370 De Brabander (1891a) 409. 
371 Pieters (1924a) 55. 
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One might wonder if De Brabander’s and Pieters’ ruins are in fact the capital of King George mentioned 
by both Marco Polo and Montecorvino, which would explain the presence of what appears to be a Roman 
Catholic gravestone from the Öngüt period. This seems, however, unlikely given the positioning of the site at 
some 75 km. north of Kalgan whereas Montecorvino described the distance between King George’s capital and 
Khanbaleq (present Beijing) as a journey of some 20 days.  
To conclude, the absence of inscriptions, and in particular dates on the gravestones from Shizhuziliang, 
complicates the study regarding the origin of these funerary objects. The depiction of crosses in different styles 
adopted by Nestorian as well as Catholic Christians, however, raises the intriguing possibility that the site was 
used during the Nestorian period by Christians from both creeds or, was, at least, influenced by both Nestorian 
and Catholic iconography and imagery.  
 
7.8 Chifeng brick  
The Chifeng-brick is one of the important Nestorian Christian finds in Inner Mongolia (see Plate 22.1). The site 
where the brick was found has been identified as the Liao dynasty Central Capital, Zhong Jing.372 Unlike all 
other Nestorian grave objects, the object is fashioned from fired clay. The inscription and decoration – which are 
painted and glazed rather than engraved or stamped - are most uncommon among the inscribed and decorated 
Nestorian objects of Inner Mongolia.  
Hamilton and Niu identified the Syriac inscription at the upper end of the brick as Psalm 34373: “Look ye 
unto it. Hope in it.”374 The same psalm was, in a slightly different form, also found at one of two stones with 
cross depictions in Fangshan.375 The personal epitaph is featured at the lower end of the brick and written in the 
Uighur script:  
 
/1/ Le compte de L’Empereur Alexandre (étant de) mil /2/ cinq cent soixante-quatre (et) /3/ le compte de 
Chine (étant) l’année du Bœuf, /4/ le vingt de la première lune, le chef de ce siège de gouvernement /5/ 
Yawnan, commandant affecté aux troupes auxiliaires, /6/ à l’âge de soixante-et-onze ans, a accompli la 
volonté de Dieu. Puisse l’âme de /7/ ce seigneur pendre place /8/ dans le paradis céleste eternal.376 
 
The inscription can be understood as a commemoration of Yawnan who served as head of the local government 
and as a commander of the auxiliary troops and died – or, in the words of the inscription, ‘completed the 
command of God’ - in 1253 at the age of seventy-one. Yawnan – a name interpreted as the Syriac from of 
‘Jonas’ - thus served the Mongol administration and passed away during the rule of Möngke Khan. Indeed, 
Hamilton and Niu suggest that the deceased was of Öngüt descent.377 The inscription does not refer directly to 
the personal beliefs of Yawnan. The cross depiction, the name of the deceased, the Seleucid date, the liturgical 
inscription and the script used however identify Yawnan, beyond any doubt, as a Nestorian Christian.  
 The brick was included in an exhibition on Inner Mongolia organised by the Hong Kong University 
Museum and Gallery in 2007.378 Incidentally the museum owns a great number of so called ‘Ordos bronzes’, 
believed by some to date to the Nestorian Öngüt period in Inner Mongolia and to have Nestorian origins (see for 
these objects Appendix 2.4). The catalogue of the exhibition, which includes an excellent colour image of the 
object, details the decoration of the object as ‘a thick border painted in an iron rust colour within which a large 
cross divides the plaque into four quadrants’.379  
The interpretation of the Uighur inscription by Wang Dafang is, however, markedly different from the 
translation by Hamilton and Niu:  
 
Counting from the Great Khan Alexander, one thousand five hundred and sixty-four (years) ago; and 
from the Chinese era, it was on the 20th (day) of the 1st month of the year of the ox, when General Yuqn 
                                                
372 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 151. For a colour image of this object see Wang (2007). 
373 Or, in the Greek numeration, 33, see: Hamilton and Niu (1994) 148.  
374 Niu (2006a) 228.  
375 See for a comparison of these two inscriptions: Borbone (2006c) 5 ff.  
376 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 150. The numbers in the text refer to the lines of the inscription. For an un-annotated English 
translation see: Niu (2006a) 229. 
377 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 154. 
378 The Silk Road in Inner Mongolia (15 February to 13 May 2007), see: http://www.hku.hk/hkumag/exhibition3.html 
[consulted on 20 February 2007].  
379 Wang (2007) 13. 
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Kümge was seventy-one years old, that he completed the palace with enclosed walls at God’s command. 
On the building site a stone stele was erected to last as long as heaven.380 
 
Wang, in other words, interprets the plaque as commemorating the construction of a palace by a Nestorian 
general rather than commemorating the death of a military commander. A second English translation of the 
inscription, referred to as a ‘phonetic script’ and presumably an unedited version of the first translation, is 
provided in an appendix to Wang’s remarks.381  
Given the frequent use in Nestorian inscriptions of the words ‘completed’ in combination with 
‘command of God’ as a metaphor for passing away (see for this and other standard formulae and phrases Section 
8.1.2) Wang’s interpretation seems unpersuasive. It also seems unlikely that the object would commemorate the 
erection of yet another stele commemorating the completion of a palace. It must be further pointed out that 
Wang, who does not refer to Hamilton and Niu’s or Borbone’s remarks, also interprets the date different to 
Hamilton and Niu and places the stone in 1241 CE rather than 1253 CE. Wang’s calculation is based on the 
presumption that the start of the Seleucid Era (SE) corresponds with 323 BCE which is incorrect and, strictly 
speaking, submits the dating system as a countdown from the present which is as problematic.382 Wang thus 
presents the object as a “porcelain plaque from the Ogodei Khan Period”. Indeed, I fear that both the 
identification of the object as a plaque as well as the reference to Ögödei Khan (who died in 1241) are erroneous 
and that Wang’s appeal to further investigate ‘the palace built in the thirteenth year of the reign of Ogodei’ is, 
alas, futile. In my contextualization of inscriptions from Nestorian gravestones I will limit myself to Hamilton 
and Niu’s interpretation from 1994, which has been recognised by others as valuable (for this contextualization 
see Chapter 8).383  
The value of the brick from Chifeng lies in my opinion in its disparity from other Nestorian material 
encountered in Inner Mongolia and, indeed, China as a whole. The scholarly discussion of Nestorian grave 
material frequently focuses on the common characteristics shared by Nestorian objects from different sites but 
the highly idiosyncratic characteristics of the brick demonstrates too that the Nestorian funerary material in Inner 
Mongolia and China had many shapes and forms.  
 
7.9 Conclusions 
In the above sections I have attempted to organize the Nestorian objects found in Inner Mongolia on the basis of 
the material aspects that they portray. 
The Nestorian graves can be generally divided into Turkic rock-graves, Chinese simple tombs with 
gravestones, graves with Chinese tomb sculptures and graves marked with stone pillars. At a number of 
Nestorian grave sites, a combination of graves from these four different categories has been found. This suggests 
that the gravesites were in use over an extended period of time during which the burial practices among the 
Nestorian developed and took new shapes.  
The objects found at Nestorian gravesites are most diverse and portray a variety of Nestorian as well as 
local characteristics. A great number of stone objects encountered at Nestorian graves feature Nestorian crosses 
embedded in lotus flowers, dragons and other decorations from Central Asia and the Far East. Inscriptions on 
Nestorian stone objects are as diverse in nature as the religious iconography used by the Nestorian Christians. 
Inscriptions are thus written in the Syriac and Chinese scripts and Syriac, Uighur and Chinese languages. At 
times one text is expressed in different scripts and languages.  
Nestorian grave material thus seems to testify of a people that lived between a great number of cultures 
and was well versed in the languages and religious iconography of the region in which it had settled. The use of 
a range of symbols and languages from different religions and cultures further indicates that the Nestorian 
Christians in the Far East did not limit themselves to one religious tradition but approached their religious lives 
most pragmatically and inclusively.  
In Chapter 8 I will contextualise the characteristics encountered on the Nestorian grave material as 
expressions of a number of dimensions encountered by Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia.  
                                                
380 Wang provides three translations in English and Chinese. I have used the first of the two English translations: Wang 
(2007) 14.  
381 Wang (2007) 17.  
382 The start of Seleucid Era corresponds with 312 BCE. Regarding the countdown from the present Wang writes: 
“Counting from the Great Khan Alexander, one thousand five hundred and sixty-four (years) ago” [my emphasis, TH].  
383 Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 202. 
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FIGURE 1. NESTORIAN HORIZONTAL GRAVESTONE 
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PLATE 16. STELE 
 
 
 
1. Nestorian stele with three inscriptions from Olon Sume [Halbertsma (2005a) 57. Stele]/ TH2003 
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PLATE 17. NESTORIAN GRAVESTONES 
 
 
1. Gravestone with fixed base at Wangmuliang/ 
TH2001 
 
 
2. Gravestone with roofed tail end and cross in front 
panel from Chengbuzi/ TH2003 
 
3. Underside and right side of two gravestones at Olon 
Sume / IB2005 
 
 
5. Tail end panels of gravestone at Baotou cultural 
relics yard/ IB2005  
 
4. Back panel of gravestone with 
ribbed tail end at Olon Sume/ 
IB2005 
 
5. Gravestone removed from 
Aobaowusu with inscription on top 
tail end, Bailingmiao/ IB2005 
 
6. Gravestone with cross in circular 
frame, Zhaohe/ TH2003 
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PLATE 18. RUBBINGS 
 
 
1. Rubbing of right side panels of a Nestorian gravestone [Halbertsma (2005a) 29.Gravestone]/ TH2003 
 
 
2. Rubbing of top panels of a Nestorian gravestone with inscription [Halbertsma(2005a) 33.Gravestone]/ 
TH2003 
  
 
3. Rubbing of front panel of a 
Nestorian gravestone [Halbertsma 
(2005a) 29.Gravestone]/ TH2003 
 
4. Rubbing of panel of a 
Nestorian gravestone [Halbertsma 
(2005a) 36.Gravestone]/ TH2003 
 
5. Rubbing of front panel of a 
Nestorian gravestone [Halbertsma 
(2005a) 34.Gravestone]/ TH2003 
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PLATE 19. STONE TOMB OBJECTS 
 
 
1. Tomb brick with imprint of an animal paw, Bolt/ 
TH2004 
 
 
2. Fragment of stone outer coffin with cross 
depiction/ TH2003 
 
3, Fragment of a stone base of a Nestorian 
gravestone, Maodukundui/ IB2005 
 
 
4. Fragment of stone base of a Nestorian gravestone, 
Maodukundui/ IB2005 
 
5. Stone cone, possibly part of a pagoda, with 
Nestorian cross depiction, Bailingmiao cultural 
relics yard/ TH2003 
 
 
6. Stone slab with two intertwined squares, possibly 
a lid for a stone outer coffin, Bailingmiao cultural 
relics yard/ TH2001 
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PLATE 20. PAGODA OF ZHAOHE AND PAGODAS OF QUANZHOU 
 
 
1. Pagoda at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Top part pagoda at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
 
3. Lower part pagoda at Zhaohe/ 
IB2005 
 
4. Pagoda at privately owned relics 
yard in Quanzhou/ TH2006 
 
5. Pagoda at privately owned relics 
yard in Quanzhou/ TH2006 
 
6. Overview museum yard Zhaohe with pagoda in 
centre background/ TH2006 
 
 
7. Pagoda at privately owned relics yard in Quanzhou/ 
TH2006 
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PLATE 21. TOMB AT ZHAOHE 
 
 
1. Tomb with stone outer coffin at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Stone outer coffin at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
3. Head-end of stone outer coffin at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
 
4. Left side of stone outer coffin at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
5. Foot-end of stone outer coffin at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
 
6. Right side of stone outer coffin at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
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PLATE 22. GLAZED BRICK FROM CHIFENG AND UNKNOWN STONE OBJECT 
 
 
1. Glazed brick from Chifeng/ Courtesy of Wei Jian 
 
 
2. Unknown object at Hohhot General Department 
Museum Yard/ IB2005 
 
 
3. Detail of unknown object at Hohhot General 
Museum Department Yard/ IB2005 
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PLATE 23. BAILINGMIAO 
 
 
1. Bailingmiao main temple in 2003/ TH2003 
 
 
2. Renovation of Bailingmiao in 2005/ IB2005 
 
 
3. Wall at back of temple with 
bricks said to have originated from 
Olon Sume/ IB2005 
 
4. Previously unpublished 
photograph of Bailingmiao, 1949/ 
Courtesy of Carl Barkman 
 
5. Previously unpublished 
photograph of Bailingmiao, 1949/ 
Courtesy of Carl Barkman 
 
6. Previously  unpublished photograph of Barkman 
with unknown Inner Mongolian in ger-tent, 1949/ 
Courtesy of Carl Barkman 
 
 
7. Previously unpublished photograph of Georg 
Söderbom with unknown officials, 1949/ Courtesy of 
Carl Barkman 
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PLATE 24. SPIRIT WAY SCULPTURES AND STELES OF OLON SUME 
 
 
1. Pair of lions from spirit way returned to Olon 
Sume in 2005/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Two headstones of steles returned to Olon Sume 
from Bailingmiao cultural relics yard in 2005/ 
IB2005 
 
3. Grey headstone at Bailingmiao cultural relics yard 
in 2001/ TH2001 
 
 
4. White headstone at Bailingmiao cultural relics 
yard in 2001/ TH2001 
 
5. Turtle base returned to Olon Sume from 
Bailingmiao cultural relics yard in 2005/ IB2005 
 
 
6. Turtle base returned to Olon Sume from 
Bailingmiao cultural relics yard in 2005, same object 
as in left image/ IB2005 
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PLATE 25. SPIRIT WAY SCULPTURES AND STELES OF OLON SUME AND WANGMULIANG 
  
 
1. Two sculptures returned to Olon 
Sume in 2005 after storage in 
Bailingmiao/ IB2005 
 
2. Sculpture of military official at 
Bailingmiao cultural relics yard in 
2001/ TH2001 
 
3. Sculpture of official at 
Bailingmiao cultural relics yard in 
2001/ TH2001 
 
 
4. Fragment of turtle base, front, at 
Wangmuliang in 2001/ TH2001 
 
5. Sculpture of official at 
Wangmuliang/ TH2001 
 
6. Sculpture of official at 
Wangmuliang in 2001/ TH2001 
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PLATE 26. SPIRIT WAY SCULPTURES OF WANGMULIANG AND CHENGBUZI 
 
 
1. Sculpture of official at Wangmuliang in 2001/ 
TH2001 
 
 
2. Turtle base at Wangmuliang in 2001/ TH2001 
 
3. Sculpture of ram at Wangmuliang in 
2001/TH2001 
 
 
4. Spirit way sculptures at Chengbuzi in 2001/ 
TH2001  
 
5. Sculpture of an official with paizi at Chengbuzi in 
2001/ TH2001  
 
 
6. Sculpture of a military official at Chengbuzi in 
2001/ TH2001 
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PLATE 27. SPIRIT WAY SCULPTURES OF CHENGBUZI AND UNKNOWN STATUE ALONG RAOD AT GEGENTALA 
RESORT  
 
1. Unidentified statue at Gegentala, 
origin unknown/ TH2003 
 
2. Detail of unidentified statue at 
Gegentala/ TH2003 
 
3. Spirit way sculptures from 
Chengbuzi at Gegentala/ TH2003 
 
 4. Sculpture of a military official from Chengbuzi at 
Gegentala/ TH2003 
 
5. Sculpture of a sheep from Chengbuzi at Gegentala/ 
TH2003 
 
6. Headless sculpture of sheep from Chengbuzi at 
Gegentala/ TH2003 
 
7. Sculpture of a stone lion from Chengbuzi at 
Gegentala/ TH2003 
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PLATE 28. SPIRIT WAY SCULPTURES AT PARKING LOT OF GEGENTALA RESORT  
 
1. Sculpture of a lion from 
Chengbuzi along road at Gegentala/ 
TH2003 
 
2. Sculpture of a lion from 
Chengbuzi at parking lot of 
Gegentala/IB2005 
 
3. Detail of sculpture of a military 
official from Chengbuzi/TH2003 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Figure of an official with paizi at parking lot of 
Gegentala/ IB2005 
 
5. Military official from Chengbuzi at parking lot 
Gegentala/ IB2005  
 
6. Spirit way statues from Chengbuzi at parking lot of 
Gegentala/ IB2005  
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CHAPTER 8. CHARACTERISTICS OF NESTORIAN GRAVE MATERIAL FROM INNER MONGOLIA 
The Nestorian funerary heritage raises a number of questions regarding the characteristics and the development 
of Nestorian Christianity in Inner Mongolia.384 The choice for a Christian grave indicates of course a Christian 
identity. For lack of written sources or archaeological finds we do not know for certain whether this choice 
excluded other beliefs, but there are indications that this was not necessarily the case. Insights regarding these 
questions lie to a large extent in an understanding that the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia drew on a 
variety of cultural and religious traditions. At times certain aspects of these traditions coincided with or were 
replacing each other.  
This chapter contextualizes the material culture of the Nestorian Öngöt. I would like to distinguish four 
dimensions in this context that may contribute to a better understanding of the Nestorian culture in Inner 
Mongolia.  
The first dimension concerns Nestorian Christianity itself. The Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia 
practiced a religion with very distinct characteristics. These characteristics were expressed in, among many other 
ways, language and script, funerary customs and the use and depiction of religious symbols such as the cross in a 
variety of forms. These expressions were in essence foreign to the larger environment in which the Nestorian 
Christians had settled.  
The second dimension concerns the geographical reality of Inner Mongolia. The Nestorian Christians 
among the Öngüt had settled in a territory at some distance from the centre of the Church of the East in Baghdad. 
The Öngüt territory in Inner Mongolia can be characterized as a dynamic frontier zone situated between China 
and the nomadic steppe. This locality isolated the Nestorian Christians from the supreme church leadership in 
Baghdad and exposed the Nestorian Christians to new and foreign influences.  
The third dimension touches upon the ethnicity of the Nestorian Christians. The majority of the 
Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia were of Öngüt or Uighur, i.e. Turkic descent, rather than of Mongol or 
Han-Chinese origin. Though acquainted with the Syriac, Mongol and Chinese languages the Nestorian 
Christians primarily used Turkic dialects.  
The fourth dimension concerns the dynamic political realities encountered by the Nestorian Christians in 
Inner Mongolia. These realities depended on who ruled the steppe and China. This rule was dominated by 
respectively the Liao, Song and Jin administrations and followed by the Mongol rule culminating in the Yuan 
dynasty. Those Nestorian Christians who participated in the Yuan administration were exposed to bureaucracy 
with Mongol and strong Chinese characteristics.  
The inscriptions, dating systems and depictions on Nestorian grave material can be understood as 
expressions of these four dimensions. It is important to keep in mind that the Nestorian Christians were capable 
of expressing these dimensions simultaneously rather than exclusively. The multi-lingual inscriptions or cross 
depictions in combination with Buddhist or Daoist iconography are good examples of this capability. It is 
however not surprising that over time certain dimensions grew stronger and became more dominant. By 
examining inscriptions, however limited in number or variety, cross depictions and other decorations found on 
Nestorian grave material I will attempt to contextualize the Nestorian heritage in time and space.  
 
8.1 Nestorian inscriptions  
Nestorian inscriptions can be divided into short undated inscriptions on gravestones and epitaphs or 
commemorative inscriptions on steles. The inscriptions are written in the Syriac, Uighur and Chinese writing 
systems and the Syriac, Uighur and Chinese languages. At times inscriptions in the Syriac alphabet are written in 
the Uighur language. The liturgical language and script of the Church of the East are in the first place Syriac. 
Apart from establishing the ethnic origins of the Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt as a Turkic people, the 
variety of scripts and languages in the inscriptions provides an indication of the realities that the Nestorian 
Christians operated in.  
 
8.1.1. Languages and scripts used in tomb inscriptions  
The Church of the East used Syriac as a liturgical language and script. It is therefore useful to first take a closer 
look at the use of this language and script in Inner Mongolia. Indeed, the majority of known tomb inscriptions 
from Inner Mongolia are written in the Syriac script. The geographic and ethnic realities of the Nestorian 
Christians in Inner Mongolia, however, would suggest the use of other scripts such as Uighur, and, to a lesser 
extent, Chinese. The use of the Syriac script by the Nestorian Christians from Inner Mongolia can thus be 
                                                
384 Halbertsma (2006d) 51-52. 
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understood as an expression of a religious identity. The tri-lingual stele of Abraham Tömüras is a good example 
of this religious expression. The stele presents the same text in three scripts but only two languages: the Uighur 
text is written in both the Syriac and Uighur scripts. Borbone suggests in the Nestorian context of such 
inscriptions that ‘the Syriac alphabet was intended as a clear mark of the Christian faith of the deceased 
paralleling the use of the cross’.385  
The use of the Syriac script in terms of peculiarities, mistakes or fluency is not sufficiently studied to 
come to conclusions on the Syriac writing abilities of the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia. It must be 
noted, however, that the use of the Syriac script is not limited to standard formulas. The occurrence of a variety 
of names, dates and two extensive inscriptions in the Syriac script indicates that there were individuals among 
the Nestorian communities in Inner Mongolia that were well acquainted with the Syriac alphabet. The large 
number of Syriac fragments from Inner Mongolia, including the un-studied inscriptions from Biqigetuhaolai, can 
be seen as an additional indication for the Syriac writing abilities of these Nestorian Christians. The same can be 
said for the Chinese script used on the steles. A thorough study of the consistency of characters and feel for the 
language will undoubtedly reveal further clues about the writing abilities of the Nestorian Christians in Inner 
Mongolia.  
The uses of different languages in the Nestorian inscriptions from Inner Mongolia are as revealing. The 
Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia wrote the majority of their inscriptions in Uighur, a Turkic dialect. The 
Uighur language and script was of course most prominent in the region, as illustrated by the early Mongol rulers 
who chose the Uighur alphabet as the model and basis for the Mongol script. Also Rubruck noted that almost all 
Nestorians were familiar with the Uighur language and script.386 The Syriac epitaph of Abraham Tömüras on the 
tri-lingual stele suggests that the Nestorians preferred to express themselves in Uighur rather than in the Syriac 
language. The Syriac inscription was, after all, written in the Uighur language and consists more or less of a 
copy of the Uighur inscription. To date, none of the inscriptions from Damaoqi and Siziwangqi banners have 
been found to be written in the Syriac language.387  
Indeed, one can wonder whether the Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt spoke Syriac at all. Mar 
Yaballaha III initially objected to his nomination as patriarch on the grounds that he had not mastered the Syriac 
language of the Church of the East. Mar Yaballaha III was undoubtedly a man of great intellect and one would 
assume that if the Syriac language had been prominent among his fellow Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia 
he would have mastered it. Importantly, Borbone points out that Mar Yaballaha could not use Syriac fluently but 
did use Syriac in at least one of his writings.388 One can also wonder to what extent Mar Yaballaha III’s father, 
who was archdeacon at Koshang, mastered the Syriac language. If the archdeacon had mastered the Syriac 
language, one can assume that he would have tutored his son in the language of the Church of the East. As Mar 
Yaballaha did not speak Syriac it thus looks like the higher clergy at Koshang did not use the Syriac language.  
Rabban Sauma too is not known to have spoken Syriac. The known versions of his journey to the west 
have survived only in Syriac and were translated from the Persian. Rabban Sauma, in other words, did not write 
the chronicle in Syriac. Again, it seems not too far fetched to assume that if Rabban Sauma had mastered the 
Syriac language he would have tutored the main church language to Mar Yaballaha III during the retreat of the 
two monks in the mountains south west of Khanbaleq.  
The infrequent and limited use of the Syriac language suggests that the Nestorian Christians in Inner 
Mongolia were operating rather independently from the Patriarchate of the Church of the East in Baghdad. The 
travel account of the two Nestorian monks gives a number of indications of the fragile Church organization and 
the limitations of communication between Baghdad and the Nestorian Christians in the Far East. When the kings 
of Koshang heard of Rabban Sauma’s and Mar Markos’ intention to undertake a pilgrimage to Jerusalem they 
objected: “Why do you leave our region and go to the West? For we are very anxious to draw monks and fathers 
from the West to this region. How can you let yourselves go away”.389 Apart from confirming that contact 
between the Öngüt and the Church of the East in Baghdad did occur, the passage suggests that the Nestorian 
community at Koshang was short on trained monks and priest and recognized that educated clergy were in the 
                                                
385 Borbone (2006c) 2.  
386 Jackson (1990) 157. 
387 Borbone points out that the word ‘grave’ in the inscriptions is a borrowing of the Syriac language: Borbone (2006c) 6. 
388 Borbone (2005) 16.  
389 Montgomery (1927) 33. 
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first place found in the West, that is towards Baghdad.390 Such training and education would in the first place 
include a mastering of the liturgical language and script of the Church of the East.  
The fact that Mar Yaballaha III did not master Syriac has raised questions regarding the importance of 
the Syriac language as the lingua franca among Nestorians in the region.391 The doubts that the language was a 
lingua franca for daily usage, which it clearly was not, should not obscure the fact that the Nestorian Christians 
in Inner Mongolia did use the Syriac language in their inscriptions despite the obvious troubles this raised among 
a people traditionally versed in Uighur. Syriac was thus an important language in other ways. The Nestorian 
Christians in Inner Mongolia seem to have regarded Syriac so central to their religious vacation that they 
preferred the language over other more simpler alternatives. Perhaps Rubruck’s remark on the use of Syriac 
among the Nestorian Christians in China provides a useful insight:  
 
The Nestorians there [in Cataia, i.e. China, TH] are ignorant. They recite their office and have the Holy 
Scriptures in Syriac, a language they do not know, so that they chant like the monks among us who 
know no grammar…392 
 
Rubruck’s remark suggests a general lack of Syriac language skills among the Nestorian Christians in China but, 
perhaps more importantly, it also confirms that Nestorian Christians still did use Syriac and recognized it as the 
liturgical language central to their faith. In Inner Mongolia, however, the use of the Syriac language is limited to 
‘liturgical borrowings’, i.e. standard formulae and invocations, which suggest that the Syriac language was not 
thoroughly mastered, as discussed in the following section.  
Lengthy Chinese epitaphs on the tri-lingual stele from Olon Sume and the sophisticated stele from 
Wangmuliang show that at some point Nestorian Christians also mastered Chinese. Both epitaphs on the stele 
refer to important offices - governor and administrator - held by the deceased. The administration that the 
deceased joined was – to say the least - strongly influenced by, the Chinese bureaucracy. The use of Chinese in 
these inscriptions can thus be understood as an expression of a political reality and reflects in the first place a 
political rather than a religious or ethnic reality. This political reality touches on questions regarding the 
sinicisation of the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia. As discussed above, such sinicisation was well 
possible without the rejection of a foreign faith such as Islam, Judaism or indeed Nestorian Christianity.  
 
8.1.2. Standard formulae and invocations used in Syriac inscriptions  
All Nestorian inscriptions on horizontal gravestones from Inner Mongolia use a standard formula which includes 
the Syriac word for grave.393 This standard formula is not limited to the Öngüt territory of Inner Mongolia. A 
similar formula is also found on short inscriptions on gravestones at Semericye  in present Kyrgyzstan, which 
have recently been extensively studied by Wassilios Klein after their initial discovery and publication at the turn 
of the twentieth century.394 Since his conclusions are also relevant to the Öngüt case, I will first summarize some 
of his findings here. Klein pointed out that the large number of peculiarities in the grammar used in the Syriac 
inscriptions of Nestorian gravestones from Semericye  suggest that neither the stonemasons nor the people who 
commissioned were native speakers of the Syriac language. Klein further remarked that the Turkic language 
inscriptions in Syriac from Semericye  are as problematic and warned against drawing too many conclusions 
from these mistakes especially as the stonemasons were most probably illiterate.395 Indeed, also Klein pointed 
out that despite these problems there was enough literacy in the Syriac language in Semericye  to result in Syriac 
inscriptions.396  
The use of the Syriac language in Inner Mongolia slightly differs from Semericye. To start with, the 
dialect used in Semericye  and Inner Mongolian is not the same.397 Secondly the number of inscriptions in the 
Syriac language from Inner Mongolia is, especially compared to Semericye , most limited. Only two inscriptions 
from Inner Mongolia are written in the Syriac language.  
                                                
390 About the disparity between these two intellectual milieus see: Borbone (2005) 16. 
391 Klein (2002) [10] and Borbone (2006c) 5 ff.  
392 Jackson (1990) 163.  
393 Klein (2002) [29].  
394 For another recent study on these and other objects also see: Dickens (2006). 
395 Klein (2002) [22]. 
396 Klein (2000) 136.  
397 Klein (2000) 222. 
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The first of these two Syriac language inscriptions concerns the epitaph of ‘Tägin’, which is entirely 
written in the Syriac script. The inscription opens with an invocation in the Syriac language: ‘in the name of the 
Father, of the Son, and the Holy Spirit’. The remainder of this inscription is written in the Uighur language. 
Slight variations of this invocation are found in Nestorian inscriptions on gravestones from Quanzhou and 
Yangzhou.398  
The second inscription from Inner Mongolia which uses the Syriac language is found on the glazed brick 
from Chifeng commemorating the Öngüt commander of the auxiliary troops. The invocation has been identified 
as Psalm 34: ‘Look unto it. Hope in it.’399 The two exceptions regarding the use of the Syriac language from 
Inner Mongolia are thus both standard invocations frequently used within the Church of the East. Borbone 
speaks in the context of the Chifeng inscription of “a kind of ‘liturgical’ borrowing” which further suggests that 
the Church of the East in Inner Mongolia had taken its own course.400 Such borrowings also frequently occur on 
the inscriptions found in Yangzhou and particularly Quanzhou.401 The number of such inscriptions found in 
Inner Mongolia is too small to draw definite conclusions, but the two inscriptions suggests that the Nestorian 
Christians resorted to standard invocations to express their religious affiliation and were not sufficiently versed 
or fluent in the Syriac language to compose personal, and thus varied, sections of the epitaphs. Therefore when 
composing epitaphs Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia resorted to the language they mastered well, i.e. 
Uighur. Indeed, the Seleucid dates encountered on the six-sided stele and Chifeng brick, which can be 
characterized as simple in formula but extensive by number because of the many variations, are written in the 
Uighur language. In short, the ‘liturgical borrowings’ in the Syriac language suggest that the Nestorian 
Christians in Inner Mongolia were acquainted with basic invocations of the Church of the East but did not master 
the Syriac language sufficiently to write personal and thus varied epitaphs in this language.  
Additionally, the Nestorian Christians of the Far East used a ‘shared or common terminology’ in their 
epitaphs. This terminology consists of phrases and metaphors to announce or express that a person has died and 
is often used in combination with the date of death. The phrase comes in a variety of forms:  
 
He completed the mission of God [in the Uighur language inscriptions in the Syriac and Uighur scripts 
regarding the death of Abraham Tömüras, TH].402 
 
at the age of thirty-three, he completed the command of God [in the Uighur language inscription in the 
Syriac script regarding the death of Tägin, TH].403  
 
à l’âge de soixante-et-onze ans, a accompli la volonté de Dieu [in the Uighur language inscription in the 
Syriac script regarding the death of Yawnan].404 
 
Again a variety of very similar expressions is found in inscriptions from Yangzhou405 and Quanzhou.406 
Interestingly, the term here translated as God is frequently the Uighur rendering of Tenger. Lieu characterizes 
the use of the word Tenger as an ‘example of religious inculturation’.407 I have already referred to the central role 
of Tenger as the all powerful Eternal Heaven in the Mongol religious world in Chapter 3.  
A second example of these ‘common phrases’ concerns an appeal to commemorate the deceased:  
 
                                                
398 For such invocations from such Quanzhou see: Foster (1954) 14-16 and Plates XIII, XIV; Franzmann and Lieu (2006) 
298; Niu (2006a) 233 ff; and especially Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 253. For an invocation from Yangzhou see: Niu 
(2006a) 230; Geng, Klimkeit und Laut (1996) 170.  
399 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 148. 
400 Borbone (2006c) 6. 
401 See for instance: Nui (2006a) 230-242.  
402 Niu (2006a) 219. 
403 Niu (2006a) 222. 
404 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 150. For an un-annotated English translation see: Niu (2006a) 229. 
405 Niu (2006a) 233; Geng, Klimkeit and Laut (1996) 170.  
406 Niu (2006a) 236 and 240; Franzmann and Lieu (2006) 298; Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 202.  
407 Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 202. For the use of the word ‘Messiah’ in a similar phrase from Semericye see: Gardner, 
Lieu and Parry (2005) 258.  
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May people commemorate him! May his soul take rest in the eternal paradise! Amen and Amen! [in the 
Uighur language inscription in the Syriac script regarding the death of Tägin, TH].408  
 
Puisse l’âme de ce seigneur pendre place dans le paradis céleste eternal.” [in the Uighur language 
inscription in the Syriac script regarding the death of Yawnan, TH].409 
 
Similar expressions regarding commemoration of Nestorian Christians have been found in Quanzhou.410 
Furthermore, a number of Nestorian inscriptions from Inner Mongolia,411 Yangzhou,412 and 
Quanzhou,413 conclude with the words “amen” or “amen and amen”. It is important to note that these invocations 
are, in Inner Mongolia, only used in Uighur and, to my knowledge, not found in Chinese. I would interpret their 
use as a religious expression not unlike the use of liturgical borrowings or standard formulae and invocations.  
Thirdly, Nestorian Christians from Inner Mongolia shared titles and names with the Nestorian 
communities in Semericye  and Quanzhou. The title for priest, kašiša beg in Uighur, in inscriptions from Inner 
Mongolia414 is also found in inscriptions on the tombstones from Semericye .415 The frequent use of this title is 
interesting in the light of Rubruck’s remark that ‘all the male children, even those in the cradle, are ordained as 
priests.’416 According to Polo too ‘all the Christians in the realm of are King George were made priests’.417 Also, 
the identification Kustanč has been found in both Inner Mongolia and Semericye. The identification has been 
translated as a name418 as well as the title ‘instructress’419 or ‘teacher’420. The scholarly debate on the 
interpretation of this word as a name or title continues at the time of writing. It must, however, be pointed out 
that the identification Kustanč has been found without additional identification, which would suggest it is used 
as a name (Constance).421 For, in this case, the interpretation of the identification Kustanč as a title would result 
in a tomb inscription without a name.  
What is important here is that the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia did use names and titles that 
were also considered appropriate among other Nestorian communities in the region. The use of such names and 
titles can be interpreted as an expression of a religious affiliation and identity. The same goes for local forms of 
‘Christian’ names found in inscriptions in Inner Mongolia, such as Jonathan, Elisabeth, Abraham, George and 
the female names Julia and Helena.422 The names Markos and Sauma are other obvious examples of such 
expressions.423 
At times the titles refer to a political dimension rather than to a religious affiliation or identity. Niu and 
Gai identified the title of governor, darugha in Mongolian, on the epitaph of Abrham Tömüras found in Olon 
Sume. The same title had already been found on a Nestorian gravestone from Quanzhou published in 1954 by 
Forster. Foster, quoting notes from the discoverer Wu, translated darugha as Mongolian for governor. Although 
both governors in the inscriptions from Olon Sume and Quanzhou were not in charge of Yelikewen per se, the 
positions thus reconfirm that Nestorian Christians were appointed to official ranks within the Mongol 
administration. The use of such titles in Nestorian epitaphs can in the first place be seen as expressions of a 
political reality that the Nestorian Christians encountered and had become part of.  
 
 
                                                
408 Niu (2006a) 222. 
409 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 150. 
410 Niu (2006a) 236 and 240; Franzmann and Lieu (2006) 298; Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) .  
411 Niu (2006a) 222. See especially: Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005). 
412 Niu (2006a) 233 and Geng, Klimkeit and Laut (1996) 170.  
413 Niu (2006a) 236, 238 and 240; Franzmann and Lieu (2006) 298.  
414 Murayama (1963) 24 and Niu (2006a) 222-223 (Niu uses ‘qašïša’). 
415 Dickens (2006) Commentary under gravestone 2 and 3. 
416 Jackson (1990) 163-164. 
417 Moule and Pelliot (1938) 181-182. 
418 Murayama (1964b) 79.  
419 See: Niu (2006a) 225 (Niu uses ‘quštač’) 
420 Dickens (2006) 11. 
421 Dickens (2006) 10. 
422 Murayama (1964b) 80 and Niu (2006a) 218-220. For a list of names from Nestorian inscriptions of Quanzhou see: 
Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 277 ff. 
423 For two other examples see for instance: Hambis (1953). 
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8.1.3 Dating systems used in grave inscriptions  
None of the horizontal Nestorian gravestones is dated. Obviously, this makes the dates on the steles important. 
The dates on the steles are of further interest as they are written in several scripts and languages and refer to 
different calendars.  
The standard dating system of the Church of the East is the Seleucid Era (SE) which refers to Alexander 
the Great. The start of the SE  corresponds with 1 October 312 BCE (Before Common Era). In Nestorian 
inscriptions written in the Uighur language Alexander the Great is often referred to as Alexander Khan.424 In its 
full version this calendar refers to Alexander, his father King Philip and his native land Macedonia. The Chinese 
and Turkish calendars are both based on a twelve year cycle in which each year is represented by an animal. The 
Chinese calendar further refers to a year in the rule of the reigning emperor at the time. As the reign periods of 
Chinese emperors (including the Yuan dynasty khans) are known, it is possible to convert dates from the 
Chinese calendar to CE. The Turkish calendar frequently does not identify the twelve year cycle, which makes it 
complicated, if not impossible, to find the corresponding date in CE if there are no further clues to the date.  
The use of the Seleucid calendar by the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia is confirmed by the 
inscription on the Chifeng brick of 1253 CE. The Seleucid date, in addition to the Syriac inscription and cross 
depiction, can be understood as an effort of the deceased and his off spring to express or establish a Nestorian 
identity. The date on this object is written in the Uighur language and script which suggest that the deceased and 
his off-spring were of Turkic descent. Indeed, Hamilton and Niu also concluded that the deceased was most 
probably of Öngüt descent.425 The inscription also uses the twelve year cycle but does not refer to the reign of a 
particular ruler. Only the combination of the information from both calendars makes it possible to find the 
corresponding date in CE. The omission of any reference to the ruling emperor would suggest that the author of 
the inscription used the Turkic calendar. The translators, however, specifically refer to the use of the Chinese 
calendar.426 The year 1253 CE falls during the reign of Möngke Khan and the Yuan dynasty had not yet been 
proclaimed. According to the Chinese computation 1253 CE still fell in the Song dynasty. The Mongol rulers 
were, however, at the time engaged in their final battles with the Song and there is even a possibility that the 
omission of a reference to the reigning ruler may have resulted from this dilemma. 
 The Seleucid date on the six-sided tablet of 1290 CE commemorating Tägin confirms that at the end of 
the thirteenth century the Nestorian Christians at Olon Sume were still using the calendar preferred by the 
Church of the East. The inscription uses an elaborate reference to ‘King Alexander, son of the King Philippe, 
native of the town of Macedonia’. Until the translation of this epitaph, references to King Philippe were thought 
to be unique to three formulaic inscriptions from Quanzhou and Central Asia.427 The inscription also lists the 
date according to the animal cycle. According to Niu’s un-annotated translation the latter date follows the 
Chinese calendar.428 No reference to the reign of a certain emperor is made, which would generally suggest that 
the calendar used was the Turkic calendar rather than the Chinese calendar.429 The current translation does not 
allow establishing which of the two calendars was used and it seems that some damage to the stele complicates 
this identification. Given the early date of the stele and the absence of the Chinese script one can speculate that 
Tägin’s contemporaries opted for the Seleucid date and, presumably, Turkic calendar to express a religious and 
ethnic identity.  
Perhaps the use of the two calendars on the inscriptions on the brick and the six-sided stele characterizes 
an early phase in the development of Nestorian inscriptions in Inner Mongolia. This early phase could be 
characterized by the prominence of religious, ethnic and geographic realities. The Chinese political reality, 
expressed in the use of the Chinese script, calendar and reference to official and administrative titles, was during 
this early stage neither relevant nor appropriate.  
None of the three inscriptions on the stele of 1327 uses the Seleucid calendar. Instead, all three 
inscriptions refer to the twelve animal cycle. In addition, the Chinese part refers to the rule of emperor Taiding, 
which is the Mongol Yesun Khan (rule 1323-1328), the sixth khan of the Yuan dynasty. The absence of the 
                                                
424 See for instance the third line in the inscription of the six-sided stele from Olon Sume: Nui (2006a) 221. 
425 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 154. 
426 Hamilton and Niu (1994) 150-151.  
427 Franzmann and Lieu (2006) 299. For an example of this use in an inscription from Quanzhou see page 297 ff. in the 
same publication. For an analyses of the use of ‘khan’ in dating systems from Quanzhou see: Gardner, Lieu and Parry 
(2005) 255.  
428 Niu (2006a) 222.  
429 1290 CE was the thirty second year in the reign of Khubilai Khan.  
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Seleucid calendar is striking as the Syriac part contains a Syriac ‘liturgical borrowing’ in the Syriac language 
and the stone features a prominent cross depiction. Both can, like the use of the Seleucid calendar, be understood 
as expressions of a religious identity. It is, however, important to keep in mind that the deceased was a governor 
and thus part of the state administration. The Seleucid calendar, which involved a reference to Alexander Khan, 
may have been considered politically inappropriate by the descendents of the administrator as the inscription 
would then refer to both Emperor Taiding (Yesun Khan) and Alexander Khan. In this scenario the use of 
Chinese and the reference to emperor Taiding suggest a political dimension in which loyalties were expressed to 
the reigning emperor rather than to the foreign King Alexander. Indeed, there are, to my knowledge, no 
inscriptions known that include the Seleucid calendar in the Chinese script and language. Perhaps this use of 
several scripts, including Chinese, and the use of various religious symbols, including a cross depiction 
decorated with Buddhist and Daoist iconography, illustrates a phase in which the Nestorian Christians had 
started to appropriate the political and religious dimensions of Inner Mongolia and were involved in a process of 
sinicisation. Indeed, the stele dates from a period during which the state administration that the deceased was 
part of had modeled itself on a Chinese bureaucracy. Furthermore, Abraham Tömüras died according to the 
inscription as a governor in the Xi’an area but was buried in Olon Sume. The practice of burying the deceased in 
their native land was a Chinese burial custom and can perhaps be understood as a further indication of the 
sinicisation of Abraham Tömüras.430  
The final epitaph on the stele from Wangmuliang has only been superficially studied. Gai - who 
published a fragmentary Chinese transcription of the inscription - and Martin both identified the character yuan 
on the stele, suggesting that the stele dated from the Yuan period.431 The content of the stele and the description 
of the deceased as an administrator of the Yelikewen further point to Yuan-origins. The design and inscription 
on the object strictly follow Chinese tomb instructions and suggest a thorough sinicisation of the deceased and 
his offspring. This process of sinicisation, of course, did not necessarily take place at the expense or involve the 
complete rejection of the Nestorian beliefs of the deceased. As discussed above, Chinese epitaphs seldom refer 
to religious beliefs - which were considered to be matters of a private nature - and focus instead on academic and 
administrative achievements. Furthermore, the stele from Wangmuliang was erected at a cemetery that was 
distinctly Nestorian. It thus seems that the object dates to the latter part of the Yuan dynasty and it is most 
unlikely that it would contain a date using another calendar than the Chinese one. The object can perhaps be best 
understood as representing an advanced and final phase in the development of Nestorian tomb construction. 
Finally, it must be pointed out that references by Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia, or for that 
matter in Zaiton, to Alexander as the son of King Philip and a native of Macedonia seem astonishing given the 
distance to Macedonia and the time passed since Alexander’s death.  
 
8.2 The cross of the Church of the East 
The Church of the East emphasized the Second Coming and used the ‘plain cross’ without an image of the 
crucified Christ, rather than the crucifix. The tradition of ‘the triumphant cross of the Second Coming’ predates 
the use of the crucifix preferred by the Roman Catholic Church.432  
The Nestorian Christians thus decorated the cross with pearls and precious stones.433 In this case the four 
arms are decorated with three pearls each, symbolizing Christ and his twelve apostles (crux gemmata).  
The Nestorian Christians in the Far East seem to have followed the preference of the Church for the 
‘aniconic’ cross without exception. Only crosses of the plain Nestorian type have been found in China. Malek 
points out the important consideration that these plain crosses “are the only “images” of Jesus in China of the 
Mongolian Yuan Dynasty”.434 The depiction of Christ seems to have been unpopular among Nestorian Christians 
in the Far East. The Franciscan monk Marignolli remarked in 1355 how the Nestorian Christians were appalled 
with religious images of humans:  
 
The Jews however, the Tatars, and the Saracens, consider us [the Franciscans, TH] to be the worst 
idolaters, and this opinion is not confined to Pagans only, but is held by some of the Christians. For 
                                                
430 Kuhn (1994b) 46.  
431 Martin (1938) 238; Gai (1991) 275-276. 
432 Dauvillier (1956a) 302 and Dauvillier (1956b) 12. 
433 Dauvillier (1956b) 12. 
434 Malek (2002a) 36-37. 
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although those Christians show devotion to pictures, they hold in abomination images, carved faces and 
alarmingly life-like sculptures such as there are in our churches…’435  
 
Rubruck too noted that “these Nestorians and Armenians never put the figure of Christ on their crosses…”.436 
Rubruck, however, did note the images of saints on an Armenian altar inside a felt church in Karakoram and in 
the western part of China a number of images of Nestorian Christians have been found. Indeed, it seems that the 
Nestorian Christians were not averse of depicting human images as such, but rather abstained from portraying 
the image of the crucified Christ on the cross. Nestorian Christians in Quanzhou thus limited their iconic 
depictions to angels and refrained from depicting images of Christ.437 Iconic depictions of angels do not occur 
among the Öngüt Nestorian Christians. Indeed, no human features are encountered on the depictions in Inner 
Mongolia and the only live creatures are limited to a single pair of birds.  
It must be further pointed out that the depiction of birds, flowers and vine ranks portray striking 
resemblances with Islamic art. Parry suggests that this ‘non-figural tradition within the Byzantine and Syrian 
Nestorian Christianity was an important source of inspiration in early Islam’, rather than the other way around.438  
Returning to the central image of Christianity, Dauvillier distinguishes two main types of crosses used 
by the Church of the East. The first type is the oldest of the two depictions and most widely used. Its design 
follows the so called ‘Maltese cross’ which has four arms of equal length which may end in ‘flares’. This type of 
cross is often decorated with jewels and frequently found in China, including Inner Mongolia.439 I would like to 
add that such cross depictions may not always be symmetrical. In asymmetrical depictions the lower arm is 
modified to connect the cross to a staff or stand. Liang Xiang, the Director of Classical studies already 
mentioned regarding the Eastern orientation preferred by the Nestorian Christians, commented in his early 
fourteenth century description of the religion of the Yelikewen: “The figure of ten (the Cross) is an image of the 
human body. They set it up in their houses, paint it on their churches, wear it on their heads, hang it on their 
breasts.”440 As discussed above, Liang Xiang may have based his conclusion regarding the representation of the 
cross as an image of the human body after seeing a crucifix of the Roman Catholics in southern China. Liang 
Xiang’s reference also indicates the use of the cross on top of a stand or staff. 
The second type of cross identified by Dauvillier features arms that are split at the end into three 
branches and is frequently found in India.441  
Dauvillier made his categorization in 1956, some time before the discovery of many of the cross 
depictions from Inner Mongolia which add a third type to his categorization. This third cross type from Inner 
Mongolia, concerns the so called ‘Greek cross’ which features straight arms. Additionally this cross may be 
depicted inside a circle.  
It has been suggested that the cross was regarded in Central Asia and China as a strong amulet and 
magical symbol or cosmic sign.442 These interpretations frequently refer to the use of the swastika on ‘bronze’ 
objects interpreted as Nestorian crosses and stress common origins of the cross and the swastika (see Appendix 
2.4).443 I will return to these ‘bronze objects’ and their, in my opinion, dubious Nestorian interpretation in 
Section 11.1.  
Klimkeit distinguished interpretations of the cross as ‘a sign of Christ’s suffering and the crucifixion’ 
and as a sign of the glorified Christ.444 Klimkeit sees in the latter interpretation also the explanation for the use of 
Buddhist lotus flowers and swastikas or Daoist and Buddhist clouds in cross depictions of China445 and 
                                                
435 Yule and Cordier (1916) 264.  
436 Jackson (1990) 117. 
437 When Foster consulted the catholicus of the Church of the East regarding the images of angels depicted on the 
gravestones from Quanzhou, the catholicus remarked in his reply of 1953: “images are contrary to the teaching and tradition 
of the Church of the East, and we have never noticed them before on the relics of the Church found in China.” See: Foster 
(1954) 24, note 1. 
438 Parry  (1996) 144 ff. 
439 For a western example from Armenia see: Talbot Rice (1966) 229. 
440 Moule (1930) 147.  
441 Dauvillier (1956b) 13-16. 
442 Moule (1931) 85 and Klimkeit (1979) 103-104 
443 Moule (1931) 85-86. 
444 Klimkeit used the German term ‘verklärten’: Klimkeit (1979) 104-107. 
445 Klimkeit (1979) 105-106. Also see: Klimkeit (1985).  
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characterizes these as an ‘early spontaneous attempt to indigenize Christianity in China’.446 Egami too regarded 
the use of the lotus as a Buddhist influence.447 Ken Parry writes in this context that “much of the iconography of 
the Quanzhou tombstones appears to be Buddhist in inspiration but Chinese in orientation”.448 A number of these 
interpretations, especially regarding the cross as a cosmic sign, are relevant to cross depictions from the Tang 
dynasty.449 Liang Xiang seems to have attached a “traditional Chinese”450 interpretation to the meaning of the 
cross remarking in his documents on the Yelikewen of Zhenjiang that ‘the Nestorian Christians considered the 
cross as an indicator of the four quarters, the zenith and nadir.’451 This perspective, perhaps best understood as an 
Chinese interpretation, is however not helpful in understanding the cross depictions in Inner Mongolia. Instead,  
the cross depictions of Inner Mongolia can be best understood as a sign of the glorified Christ and, at a later 
stage, as an amulet and magical symbol. As illustrated by the Nestorian preference for the triumphant cross of 
the glorified Christ, the Roman Catholic notion of Christ suffering on the cross for humanity is not prominent in 
Nestorian Christianity.  
 
8.2.1 Cross depictions from Inner Mongolia  
Most cross-depictions of the Nestorian Christians from Inner Mongolia are found on grave material. Stylistic 
differences are, as pointed out above, abundant. The vast majority of the cross depictions is of the ‘Maltese 
triumphant’ or the ‘Greek’ type and inscribed in stone. The documented exceptions452 are a brick with a cross 
depiction from Mukhor Soborghan,453 two crosses from wool or felt from Wangmuliang,454 three crosses 
included in an exhibition at The University of Hong Kong455 and a painted cross on a brick from Chifeng.456 I 
will generally limit myself here to cross depictions in stone or porcelain and exclude here cross depictions in 
cloth, felt or precious metals. No verified crucifixes with images of Christ from the Mongol period have been 
found in Inner Mongolia.457  
Many of the two dimensional cross depictions are depicted inside or on top of a base. This would 
suggest that they were copied from three dimensional objects in the shape of a cross on a staff or a stand. The 
Church of the East is well known for carrying crosses on staffs and placing the cross on a stand for worship or as 
a sign of the glorified Christ. Liang Xiang’s observations regarding the use of the cross tallies with this practice 
(‘they set it up in their houses, paint it on their churches, wear it on their heads, hang it on their breasts’).458 
Indeed, the earliest recognized examples of Nestorian imagery found by Stein in Dunhuang459 and documented 
by Grünwedel and Von le Coq in Kočo460 depict human figures and riders carrying the cross on top of a staff. 
One such cross on a staff has been recently found in Inner Mongolia.461 A number of two dimensional crosses 
from Inner Mongolia are depicted on similar bases or altar tables. The distinct Chinese style and design of at 
least one of these altar tables suggests a sinicisation or, in the words of Klimkeit, an ‘indigenization’ of the 
iconography of Nestorian Christianity.462  
                                                
446 Klimkeit (1993) 478.  
447 Egami (2000) 56. For a different view see Dauvillier, who interprets depiction of the lotus and the cross as a “symbole de 
la sagesse humaine, couronnée par le signe de la Rédemption”: Dauvillier (1956b) 14. 
448 Parry (2006a) 332.  
449 Jansma (1975).  
450 Van Mechelen (2001) 92. 
451 Moule (1930) 147. 
452 I exclude here all unpublished material, including the two golden cross depictions on photographs shown to me by Gai in 
Hohhot (see for these objects Section 5.5). 
453 Gai (1991) 121 and Plate VII.VII. 
454 Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.V 1-2. 
455 See: Chow (2007) 211, 215 and 225. 
456 Hamilton and Niu (1994). 
457 I discount here the crucifix listed in Chow (2007) as a crucifix from the Yuan period, as the details regarding the origin 
of a number of objects included in the catalogue are at times faulty or at least debatable (see my remarks regarding the 
porcelain brick in Section 7.8 and the origin of a Nestorian stele in Section 5.3. For the ‘Yuan crucifix from Chifeng’ see: 
Chow (2007) 223.  
458 Moule (1930) 147.  
459 For a line drawing of this painting see: Saeki (1951) between 408 and 409. 
460 For a drawing of one of these paintings see: Saeki (1951) 418 Fig. 8. For a compilation of all three lines drawings of the 
paintings from Dunhuang and Kočo see: Klimkeit (1979) Abb. 3-5.  
461 Chow (2007) 215. 
462 See: Halbertsma (2005a) Stone slab 46.  
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A great number of crosses from China, including those found in Inner Mongolia - in particular Olon 
Sume - is depicted above a lotus flower.463 The lotus is frequently used in Buddhist iconography as a symbol for 
purity and perfection. Its ability to grow from the dark, impure mud is interpreted as a symbol of enlightenment. 
The lotus is therefore often depicted as the seat or throne of Buddha and the Bodhisattvas. Clearly, the Nestorian 
Christians considered it most appropriate to depict the most central and powerful symbol of Christianity in 
exactly the same fashion and thus depicted the cross rising from a lotus flower. This tradition most certainly built 
upon the depiction of the leaved-cross, which consists of a cross, standing between two curled leave depictions. 
This depiction was already much in use among the western Nestorian Christians and has been found in, among 
other places, as far west as Armenia.464 A number of crosses from Inner Mongolia depict the cross rising from a 
floral object which is neither a lotus nor a clear depiction of such leaves.465  
Given the Buddhist presence in China I would regard the lotus depiction on Nestorian grave material as 
an adaptation of the leaved cross through the incorporation of a Buddhist motif. The depiction of the cross over a 
floral object which is neither a pair of leaves nor a lotus can be understood as an intermediate stage.  
It thus comes to no great surprise that the Nestorians also appropriated further attributes of the Buddha, 
such as the parasol. Buddhist depictions frequently depict Buddha and the Bodhisattvas shielded under a parasol. 
Early representations of the Prince Gauthama departing from his palace before his enlightenment frequently 
consist of a rider-less horse and a parasol and abstain from depicting Prince Gauthama himself. The depiction of 
a cross rising from a lotus flower shielded by a parasol shaped object is found on a particularly well preserved 
gravestone from Mukhor Soborghan.466 Similar depictions of the parasol shielding the cross are also found in 
Quanzhou.467 The symbol of the parasol can be seen as an appropriate way to enhance the weight and authority 
of the cross.  
The same can be said for the use of Daoist and other Buddhist or Chinese symbols in Nestorian cross 
depictions, such as the image of the hare and rooster/raven in the moon and sun on the tri-lingual stele and the 
depiction of clouds. Over time, the Nestorian cross depictions in Inner Mongolia did not only appropriate 
‘foreign’ symbolism but also shed a few of its original core characteristics. The depiction of the cross, in other 
words developed from a classical early form into a local form which expressed new and local realities. Egami 
argued that the cross depictions in China initially developed from a western jeweled cross, or gemmata, into an 
early eastern Tang dynasty version. This early eastern version featured the original jewel depictions as well as 
foreign and ‘Chinese’ attributes such as the lotus, clouds and flames.  
Over time the original jewel decorations were dropped and new attributes maintained. This gradual 
development eventually led to a plain cross depicted in an ogival frame which, according to the Japanese 
researcher, can be characterized as the late eastern Yuan dynasty version. Egami defined the transitional phase - 
characterized by the use of both early and late characteristics - as a Song version.468  
The use of the ogee shaped frames or so called ‘lantern window frames’ around Nestorian cross 
depictions is not limited to Nestorian funeral material. Comparable outlines are frequently used in Islamic 
graves, as mentioned above. Enoki has suggested that the use of such frames may not necessarily originate from 
Islamic influences. In this interpretation the lantern window is rather an outline ‘recess where a sacred object is 
placed for worship’ a ‘simplified representation of an altar with a curtain drawn to both sides’. Enoki points out 
that such frames were used in Chinese Buddhist art before the advent of Islam in for instance Dunhuang.469 I 
would like to stress that the shape and design found in the tail-end of the Nestorian gravestones portray striking 
similarities with Islamic tombs, see also my remarks above and the images referred to. This design suggests that 
the Nestorian Christians based the shape of the horizontal gravestone on Muslim tombs. If this is the case, and I 
think it is, it seems most likely that the ogival and lantern window frames on the Nestorian grave material were 
appropriated alongside other features found in the Muslim tombs. This would mean that the origin of the frames 
is Islamic rather than Chinese Buddhist. The cubic head end, which is a unique feature of the Nestorian 
gravestones from Inner Mongolia, can perhaps be best understood as an attempt to distinguish the stone from the 
                                                
463 For lotus depictions in Quanzhou see the useful table in: Xie Bizhen (2006) 267-268. 
464 For a leaved cross from Armenia see: Talbot Rice (1966) 229. Also see: Parry (1996) 145 ff. and Fig. 1-2.  
465 See for instance the cube panels on: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 16. 
466 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 34. 
467 Parry (2006a) Fig. 11-12; Wu (2005) B 13, B39 and B40.  
468 Egami (2000) 75.  
469 Enoki (1964) 50, note 23. 
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Muslim one and create a distinct Nestorian design. The design, in other words, expresses a religious dimension 
rather than constituting an artistic borrowing.  
As the three versions of cross depictions – Tang, Song and Yuan - could be found in a wide territory 
stretching from Semericye  to Inner Mongolia, Beijing and Quanzhou, Egami pointed out that the combinations 
of decorative elements did not derive from differences in locality but from differences in date.470 In this 
discussion Egami characterized the cross depictions from Inner Mongolia as the late eastern or Yuan dynasty 
version. My findings largely tally with this interpretation but I would also like to point out a few exceptions from 
recent discoveries that Egami was unaware of. The exceptions concern the depiction of jeweled crosses found in 
Inner Mongolia which have an ‘early Eastern Tang dynasty’ appearance, such as the jeweled cross depiction on 
the trilingual stele which, despite its early appearance, dates from the second half of the Yuan dynasty. 471 Also a 
number of cross depictions on stone slabs from Biqegetuhaolai and Olon Sume and at least one of the horizontal 
gravestones features such extensions.472 
I would also like to add a fourth stylistic category of cross depictions found in - but certainly not limited 
to - Inner Mongolia. This fourth categorization can be defined as crosses positioned within a circle. Circular 
frames are common on horizontal gravestones but the category defined here concerns depictions whereby the 
cross touches or connects to the inner rim of the circle. In Inner Mongolia such depictions are exclusively found 
at the gravesite of Shizizhuliang. Similar representations have, however, also been found in Quanzhou. The 
striking likeness of such cross depictions from Quanzhou with certain Caucasian crosses was for the first time 
pointed out by Michel van Esbroeck.473 Van Esbroeck based his comparison in part on the winged figures to 
each side of the cross depiction. Such creatures are absent from the cross depictions found in Shizizhuliang – or 
indeed any cross depiction in Inner Monoglia - but the depiction of the cross inside a circle from this Inner 
Mongolian cemetery has hitherto been overlooked.  
To conclude, the practice of embedding the Nestorian cross depictions in symbols from other faiths and 
foreign cultures can be best understood as an attempt to increase the authority and symbolism of the cross. This 
development constitutes a shift from the cross as a sign of the glorified Christ towards the cross as a powerful 
charm or amulet. It is important to note in this context that a number of the Nestorian horizontal gravestones 
from Inner Mongolia each depict more than one cross. The frequent use of cross depictions on a single object 
suggests an understanding of the cross as a strong amulet which power is enhanced by each additional depiction 
rather than, to use Liang Xiang’s description, a ‘symbol of the human body’.  
 
8.3 Design and decoration of grave material  
The design of Nestorian grave material suggests influences from Chinese and Muslim graves. Decorative motifs 
can also be traced to Persia, Central Asia and China. Despite these influences, or borrowings, the Nestorian 
funerary material also displays some unique characteristics that can be labelled overtly Nestorian. A number of 
such shared characteristics, such as the cubic design of the gravestones, the inscriptions and cross depictions 
have been discussed already above. It is, however, also important to note the diversity among the Nestorian 
gravestones and steles in Inner Mongolia. The diversity may reaffirm the suggestion that the Nestorian 
communities in Inner Mongolia operated rather independently from each other and thus created their own local 
stylistic funerary material and culture. It is for instance not unlikely that the stone columns used at Shizhuziliang 
date from the same period as the Turkic style graves or the simple graves with Chinese characteristics found to 
the west of the cemetery in the Damaoqi and Siziwangqi banners. In addition to these local characteristics one 
can assume a development of general and shared Nestorian characteristics of objects from different sites over 
time. In this sense, the design of the funerary objects seems to have developed from an early Turkic style stele or 
grave pillar oriented to the East to a late Chinese style grave with grave sculptures and epitaphs expressing an 
appreciation of Chinese funerary customs. I would place the Nestorian graves with horizontal gravestones 
somewhere between these two extremes. This development has most probably been driven by geographic and 
political dimensions.  
 
                                                
470 Egami (2000) 69. 
471 A reverse example can be found in the ninth century ‘crosses of Tibet’. The crosses are depicted on a rock in Ladakh, 
northern India, and portray striking similarities with the much later cross depictions found in Semericye and, to a lesser 
extend, Inner Mongolia, see: Gillman and Klimkeit (1999) Plate 26-27 [reprinted in Halbertsma (2002a) 80].  
472 Gai (1991) Plate I.V.VII 7, 11-12 and Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 67. 
473 Van Esbroeck (1996).  
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8.4 Social status of Nestorian Christians in graves  
The graves encountered in the Öngüt realm are undoubtedly from important figures and members of prominent 
families. Burial was a costly and complicated affair, especially in the steppe. Strong winters made it extremely 
difficult to dispose of the dead when the ground was frozen solid and grave material, such as rocks, bricks and 
wood, were scarce in the steppe. The lack of wood was also an obstacle for cremation, though Gai argues that 
cremations did take place among the Öngüt.474 A ‘sky-burial’, whereby by the corpse was left naked in the 
steppe to be eaten by wild animals such as foxes, wolves and vultures, was therefore common among the steppe 
people. This is not to suggest that Nestorian Christianity in northern China was necessarily a religion of the elite. 
We simply do not know how Nestorian Christians that were not buried were disposed of after they died. The 
Nestorian grave material thus merely confirms that there were Nestorian Christians among the Öngüt elite.  
 The recent discoveries of new Nestorian material in Inner Mongolia necessitate a reassessment regarding 
the number of Nestorian gravestones and their geographic distribution. Until recently it was thought that the 
greatest number of Nestorian objects in China originated from Quanzhou.475 It is now clear that the number of 
Nestorian gravestones from Quanzhou is paralleled by those from Inner Mongolia.476 In addition, the latter 
stones are found, geographically speaking, in a much wider area. The Nestorian community in Inner Mongolia 
may thus have been much more extensive and more widely scattered than previously thought, especially when 
considering that only the graves of the elite would have been preserved. The number of Nestorian objects from 
Inner Mongolia, however, is still much lower than the Nestorian inscribed pebbles found in Semericye  and 
Almaliq.  
 
8.5 Idiosyncrasy of Nestorian grave material  
As outlined above, the material aspects of the Nestorian heritage from Inner Mongolia developed into new 
forms. I am aware that the number of objects are limited, perhaps too limited, to draw definite conclusions 
regarding the developments of Nestorian material but would nevertheless propose a scenario.  
During the early phase Nestorian objects expressed an ‘uncompromised’ religious identity and affiliation 
with the Church of the East. The brick of Chifeng is a good example of this early phase. Later Nestorian objects 
incorporated elements from other religious and cultural traditions encountered by the Nestorian Christians in 
Inner Mongolia. The tri-lingual stele, for instance, expresses in addition to a Nestorian identity an understanding 
and appropriation of religious motifs and languages from non-Christian traditions. The third stage can be 
characterized as a final phase in which the Nestorian Christians were thoroughly sinicised. The Chinese 
Wangmuliang stele, with its Chinese inscription and well defined Chinese features, is exemplary of this stage.  
The cemetery at Olon Sume provides a further insight in this development. It seems that the Nestorian 
Christians used different types of graves at this site. One would expect that these different types result from 
different periods rather than a diversity of custom at the same time and constitute a shift from Turkic practices to 
Chinese customs.  
It must be noted that many of the Nestorian objects from southern China, including Yangzhou and 
Quanzhou, do not follow the interpretations outlined above. The inscriptions from these sites frequently use the 
Seleucid calendar and Syriac language invocations. A difference in race or origin between the communities in 
Inner Mongolia and Quanzhou do not seem to account for this discrepancy. On the contrary, both communities 
seem to share similar linguistic characteristics.  
According to Lieu ‘the fact that the longer inscriptions from Quanzhou were written in Syriac but mainly 
in Syro-Turkic suggests an overland link with Nestorian communities in Central Asia most of which also used 
both Syriac and Turkic for their funerary inscriptions, rather than a maritime link with Christian communities in 
the Persian Gulf region which used Syriac and/or Arabic’.477  
Lieu further points out that the discovery in Quanzhou of a Nestorian gravestones with a lengthy 
inscription written entirely in Turkish in the Uighur script suggests that the ‘foreign (i.e. non-Han Chinese) 
members of the Nestorian congregation were predominantly Turkic-speaking’.478  
                                                
474 Gai (1991) 210 ff.  
475 Parry (2006a) 327-328. 
476 Numbers based on a comparison of objects in: Foster (1954); Xie (1996); Parry (2006a) and Martin (1938); Gai (1991); 
Halbertsma (2005a).  
477 Lieu (2006) 285. 
478 Lieu (2006) 286.  
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The reason for the discrepancies in the use of Syriac invocations and Seleucid calendar in northern and 
southern China may lie in the fact that the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia were simply more isolated and 
independent than the cosmopolitan Nestorian community of Quanzhou. Indeed, Quanzhou with its international 
harbor thrived on trade and communications with the wider world whereas the Nestorian settlements of Inner 
Mongolia  – despite their positioning along one of the Silk Routes- lived in a marginal and sparsely populated 
frontier zone. Another reason for the frequent use of Syriac invocations and Seleucid calendar may lie in the 
organization of the Nestorian community which was most probably more compact and less spread out than in 
Inner Mongolia and thus able to maintain its traditions by virtue of a homogeneous and centralized community. I 
have already pointed out how the semi-nomadic Öngüt were, at the expense of conservative and static traditions, 
most flexible and pragmatic in their alliances and religious convictions.  
The Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia, in other words, did not maintain a standard church liturgy 
and iconography of the Church of the East and instead developed highly idiosyncratic gravestones, decorations 
and inscriptions. This might, in part, be due to the geographic positioning of the Nestorian Öngüt and the means 
of communication within the Nestorian Church structure.  
The Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia formally fell under the Metropolitan of Khanbaleq. Contact 
between the communities in Inner Mongolia and Khanbaleq was complicated yet possible, as revealed by the 
journey of the young Mar Markos from Koshang to the refuge of Rabban Sauma and the subsequent journeys 
made in the opposite directions by Rabban Sauma and Mar Markos and Montecorvino. Communications 
between Nestorian communicates in the Far East and the Patriarchate, however, must have been even more 
difficult.  
Rabban Sauma and Mar Markos journey from Koshang to Baghdad illustrates travel to the Patriarchate 
could occur thanks to a string of Nestorian communities between Khanbaleq and Baghdad. The destruction of 
Kashgar and warfare encountered by Rabban Sauma and Mar Markos, however, indicates that the line of 
communication between the Church of the East in Baghdad and Nestorian communities in China was most 
fragile. Likewise, efforts of the Nestorian community at Koshang to engage monks and priests from the west 
suggest that some sort of communication between the Patriarchate and the Far East took place but also that the 
Nestorian community at Koshang was in much need of educated clergy from the west. Contact between the 
Patriarchate and Nestorian communities in the Far East, in other words, remained problematic.  
Indeed, the Patriarchate of the Church of the East acknowledged the geographic reality it operated in and 
cleared leaders of distant communities from travelling to Baghdad to attend central church affairs.  
Considering these geographic realities it comes to no great surprise that over time the Nestorian 
Christians of Inner Mongolia developed its own burial customs regarding the use of a liturgical language, choice 
of calendars and the depiction of the cross as its most powerful symbol in relation to other religious symbols.  
 
8.6 Conclusions  
In order to better understand Nestorian grave material from Inner Mongolia it is helpful to approach the diverse 
characteristics of the material as expressions of four dimensions. In this scenario, the inscriptions, dating 
systems, iconography, and other features of the material can be related to a number of religious, ethnic, 
geographic and political realities which the Nestorian Christians encountered in Inner Mongolia.  
The degree in which these dimensions were expressed varied according to the needs of time. Thus 
certain early objects were firmly rooted in the Nestorian Christian tradition whereas later objects were designed 
according to local or Chinese customs. That said, the corpus of Nestorian material from Inner Mongolia also 
portrays highly idiosyncratic characteristics.  
Apart from time, communication played a significant role in the expression of these dimensions. The 
development of Nestorian material was further aided by the pragmatic approach of Nestorian Christians in Inner 
Mongolia towards other traditions and cultures. The absorption of characteristics from different traditions into 
their religious lives is a further indication that the Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia did not exclusively 
practice Nestorian Christianity but probably followed different traditions at once.  
It must be noted that the documented Nestorian objects and settlements in the first place give an insight 
into the religious lives of the Öngüt elite in Inner Mongolia. It is, after all, not unlikely that less affluent or 
prominent Nestorian Christians were not buried in graves but disposed of in other ways.  
The publication of source material and further study of the inscriptions from Inner Mongolia, including 
annotated translations, remains most important for a thorough reconstruction of the local characteristics of 
Nestorian Christianity in Inner Mongolia. The documentation of Nestorian material for such study, however, 
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poses a number of problems. In Part IV I will raise a few of these problems regarding the documentation of 
appropriated material. 
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PART IV. APPROPRIATION OF NESTORIAN HERITAGE FROM INNER MONGOLIA  
 
CHAPTER 9. PHYSICAL APPROPRIATION OF NESTORIAN HERITAGE BY SETTLERS 
The missionaries of the 1890s and the foreign researchers of the 1930s noted that the Nestorian heritage had 
been appropriated by a number of peoples who had moved into the Öngüt realm after the departure of the 
Nestorian Christians. After also these early settlers had abandoned the sites, the Nestorian settlements slowly 
disintegrated into ruins – until the remains were appropriated by yet another group.  
The appropriation of Nestorian heritage from Inner Mongolia is neither unique to the region nor to the 
heritage. The eighth century ‘Xi’an stele’ was first appropriated by an early passer-by who carved his name into 
the object and later by a Danish adventurer who, at the start of the twentieth century, attempted to acquire and 
remove the object from China.1 Indeed, already the seventeenth century Jesuits interpreted and utilized the object 
for their missionary work.2 At Quanzhou gravestones continue to be discovered in ancient city walls, pathways 
and the foundations of other structures.3 Nestorian gravestones were also encountered at mosques.4  
 The appropriation of these objects provides a great number of parallels with the Nestorian heritage from 
Inner Mongolia. The main difference between these objects and the ones discovered in Inner Mongolia is, 
however, that the latter disappear into private hands, rather than that they are included in public collections. This 
practice will most probably result in the vanishing of the material from Inner Mongolia all together.  
The steady increase of settlers in the Inner Mongolian region and a state sponsored programme for the 
economic development of China’s western provinces (dubbed by the western press a ‘Great Leap to the West’), 
have dramatically accelerated the appropriation and loss of Nestorian heritage. It was Lattimore who, in one of 
his more evocative paragraphs, considered:  
 
The geographical frontier zone and the “marginal” nation are likely to be as important again as they 
were when Yisun Sume-in Tor, The Ruins of Nine temples [Olon Sume, TH], was a city alive and 
thronged; when men in Chinese silks, who spoke a Mongol or Turkish language, attended Nestorian 
Christian services in churches of which nothing now remains except a few crosses in stone, a few 
amulets in bronze, a few reminiscences in legend, and perhaps a few distorted echoes in the liturgies of 
Lama-Buddhism.5  
 
Indeed, by the end of the twentieth century Lattimore’s prediction has turned out to be accurate: Inner Mongolia 
has once again become a key asset and has lost much of its Mongol traditions in the process. The Nestorian 
heritage too has all but vanished from the field.  
This part focuses on the appropriation of Nestorian heritage in Inner Mongolia. With the ‘appropriation 
of Nestorian heritage’ I intend the re-use of the heritage whereby objects or ideas have been taken from their 
original context and given new meaning and usage. I attempt to distinguish different forms of re-use by among 
others storytellers, settlers and missionaries. The different forms of appropriation range from the preservation of 
Nestorian heritage to the destruction of Nestorian culture and although I regret the destructive forms of 
appropriation, the results of the re-use and the intentions behind them have not guided the discussion here. The 
same can be said for the role of ethnicity in the different forms of appropriation. What matters here is a 
discussion regarding the different forms of appropriation and their functioning.  
The following Chapter 9 discusses the physical appropriation of Nestorian sites and objects by Han 
Chinese settlers and farmers. I base myself again on the publications of early foreign scholars and Chinese 
researchers, and my own observations in the field between 2001 and 2005.  
 
9.1 Early appropriation of Nestorian objects by Buddhist settlers 
De Brabander was the first among the early foreign researchers to note that Nestorian remains were physically 
appropriated. Mongolian herders informed the missionary that a number of gravestones and a ‘large white cross’ 
from Shizhuziliang had been used for the construction of a local Buddhist monastery. When De Brabander 
verified the information at the monastery he attempted to appropriate the objects and claimed ownership over the 
                                                
1 For an account of the Danish expedition see: Holm (1909).  
2 For an essay on the appropriation of the Xi’an Stele see: Nicolini-Zani (2006b).  
3 Parry (2006b).  
4 For Yangzhou see: Saeki (1951) 434-435 Fig. 19. 
5 Lattimore (1934) 240.  
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material on the grounds that they were Christian and thus belonged to the Christian community in Inner 
Mongolia. At a later stage a number of objects from Shizhuziliang were taken to the yard of the Scheut-mission 
at Xiwanzi. De Brabander was most aware of the origins of the material for he remarked that he could not rebury 
the human remains on his mission’s premises because ‘they probably were from Nestorian heretics’.  
The practice of using Nestorian gravestones for the construction of Buddhist sites has a long history in 
Inner Mongolia. The majority of gravestones from the cemetery of Olon Sume was discovered in the foundations 
of a sixteenth or seventeenth century Buddhist temple situated within the city walls.6 Also Lattimore and Martin 
remarked how a number of objects from Olon Sume had been taken to the Buddhist monastery of Bato Khalagha 
(known in Chinese as Bailingmiao). Martin had not been able to visit Bailingmiao because of the Japanese 
presence there but suggested that Bato Khalagha and another Buddhist monastery should be included in future 
research on the Nestorian remains.7 Indeed, decennia later Gai recorded a number of Nestorian gravestones at 
Buddhist monasteries in Inner Mongolia. The present author too documented gravestones at a former Buddhist 
monastery – now turned into a museum - at Zhaohe.  
Lattimore further speculated that the entire monastery of Bato Khalagha was built from bricks ‘mined’ at 
Olon Sume. Lattimore based himself on legends detailing this practise and the ‘tracks of carts loaded with 
bricks’ leading away from the city. Gai too seemed to think that Bato Khalagha was built from such material.8 
Research on the origin of the stones used for the construction of the temple at Bailingmiao has been complicated 
by the repeated destruction of the monastery in the early twentieth century. Haslund remarked that around 1911 
the temple had been ‘burned and plundered by Chinese fugitives from the garrison in Urga’ (the Mongolian 
capital now called Ulaanbaatar). Under Yuan Shikai, Haslund noted, the temple was rebuilt in its ‘present 
splendid form’.9 Photographs made by Lieberenz and Hummel and published by Haslund show that the 
monastery was functioning again by 1927.10 In 1935, DeFrancis, Martin’s travelling companion in 1935, also 
visited the monastery and reported on its functioning. None of these visitors recorded any Nestorian objects at 
the temple. Only Heissig remarked that Egami collected some fragments of documents at Bailingmiao during his 
third visit to the region in 1941,11 but these manuscripts seem unrelated to the Nestorian presence on in Inner 
Mongolia. The documents were, according to Heissig, damaged in 1941 when the monastery was ‘set on fire by 
partisans’.12 The temple, in other words, had been torched for a second time after the troubles of 1911. Dutch 
diplomat Barkman, who visited Bailingmiao in 1948, described the monastery at the time as functioning and his 
photographs show that Bato Khalagha had been fully rebuilt (see Plate 23.4 and 23.5).13  
In 2002 and 2004 the author recorded bricks in walls at the back of the monastery. Contrary to the bricks 
used for the main temple, these bricks were not yet painted over. In size, the bricks resembled those from Olon 
Sume which could mean that they originated from the city. The author was, however, not able to confirm this 
origin of the bricks on the basis of other characteristics. The research regarding the origin of the bricks used at 
Bailingmiao was further complicated in 2005 by a thorough restoration of the monastery to boost tourism. The 
restoration involved the rebuilding of some wall sections and the painting or plastering of brick walls (see Plate 
23).  
The physical appropriation of Nestorian heritage is, of course, not limited to the utilization of objects. In 
the case of Olon Sume, the entire site was appropriated after the departure of the Öngüt by a people who 
practised Buddhism. The new inhabitants of Olon Sume had simply taken over the site and converted and 
extended the buildings for Buddhist use.14 It is therefore not unlikely that after the departure of the Öngüt from 
                                                
6 For some excellent images of this practice see: Martin (1938) Plate XIII c, e; Egami (2000) Plate 29 B, C and 30 B, C.  
7 Martin (1938) 245. 
8 Gai (1991) 103. 
9 Haslund (1935) 29. 
10 Haslund (1935) photographs facing pages 40, 48 and 49. The photographs were taken in July 1927. For a description of 
the journey and the visit to the monastery see: Haslund (1935) 21 ff.  
11 Heissig erroneously dated Egami’s final visit to Inner Mongolia to 1944, see: Heissig (1964) 292.  
12 Heissig (1964) 292.  
13 A comparison of photographs published by Haslund (see above) and Barkman’s private photographs of the monastery 
reveal alterations in the number of windows, style of woodwork and decorations suggesting the monastery had been rebuilt 
somewhere between 1936 and 1949.  
14 Apart from the gravestones used in the foundation of a Buddhist temple, Egami documented a great number of Buddhist 
objects. See for reproductions of these objects: Yokohama Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003). 
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the region also other sites in Inner Mongolia were taken over and inhabited by such newcomers and settlers. 
Indeed, at Ulan Baishing, objects uncovered by farmers originate from well after the Öngüt period.15  
 
9.2 Appropriation of Nestorian objects by Han Chinese settlers 
The physical appropriation of Nestorian objects and sites continued among Han Chinese farmers who settled in 
Inner Mongolia at the end of the Qing rule. Already in 1890 De Brabander remarked how the Mongolian herders 
moved deeper into the northern steppe as a response to the influx of Han settlers from the south.16 Martin too 
noted in 1936 that Wangmuliang was surrounded by cultivated land.17 Lattimore pointed out how new railroads 
brought settlers to Inner Mongolia, but that settlers were also much affected by land degradation due to farming 
on unsuitable soil.18 Indeed, at the start of the twentieth century the Qing dynasty policy to maintain the Inner 
Mongolian steppe as a buffer of ‘waste-land’ was changed into a policy of ‘land-reclamation’ called kaiken in 
Chinese (literally ‘to open and plough new soil’).19 Tighe points out that the policy ‘involved the migration, 
either natural or planned, of Han settlers into Mongol areas to take on running of farms in newly-opened areas’ 
and noted: “Land reclamation, then, was associated with the movement of Han peasant colonists into Mongol 
areas and the changing ethnic composition of the population in Mongol lands.”20 The developments thus 
involved a dramatic change of land use (from pastoral use to extensive agriculture). This change would also have 
major repercussions for the Nestorian heritage. To start with, the Han Chinese farmers needed to construct 
farmhouses and animal enclosures. Farms and walls in the region with the Nestorian remains were mainly 
constructed from a mixture of clay and straw, as they are still built today (see Plate 34.1 and 34.2). Wood and 
natural rock were scarce and fired bricks expensive to import. It thus comes to no great surprise that the large 
stone objects abandoned by the Öngüt were highly priced among the settlers for their structural value. Also 
Martin noted in 1936 that large stones in the steppe had been moved and that they were re-used as building 
material. The Canadian concluded that most Nestorian sites had suffered under this practice.21  
It must be pointed out that the physical appropriation of the Nestorian heritage is mainly conducted by 
settlers, as shown by the large number of Nestorian gravestones which are now recorded at farms of settled 
farmers and herders. Likewise, the cultivation undertaken at ancient city remains or the utilization of the city 
walls is also a settlers’ business. The group of farmer-settlers in Inner Mongolia generally consists of Han 
Chinese. A 67 year old Mongolian herder remarked in 2005:  
 
We moved here when I was eighteen years old. When I came there were no buildings, only gers. When I 
was young I saw many different stones at Olon Sume, with flowers, handprints and I saw tiles. Many 
Han Chinese have taken them away. People should not take the stones away.22  
 
A Han Chinese farmer, already referred to for assisting Gai during his excavation of Wangmiliang, explained:  
 
I was born here in 1952. We played with the stones, we rode the animals [at the cemetery of 
Wangmuliang, TH]. All animals were organized in one line so we played with them. We knew it was a 
gravesite, it was already called Wangmuliang. My ancestors are from Shaanxi, and settled in 
Fengshoudi [a village at the foot of the grave hill of Wangmuliang next to Sishiqingdi, TH], so they did 
not know legends about this place and before us no one lived here. From the Yuan time to now, no one 
lived here.23  
 
In other words, the Han settlers had no attachment to the land of Inner Mongolia, and thus neither to its legends 
or heritage. They saw no objections to utilize whatever they encountered in order to built their new lives. Thus, 
by the time that Gai visited Bitchik Jellag in the 1970s he could not find the gravestone recorded at the site by 
                                                
15 Based on objects showed to the author by grave looters at Ulan Baishing. 
16 De Brabander (1891a) 409.  
17 For images of the site among these fields see: Martin (1938) Plate VI and Lum (1981) Plate 18. 
18 Lattimore (1934) 223.  
19 Tighe (2005) 102. 
20 Tighe (2005) 103-104. 
21 Martin (1938) 233-234.  
22 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. R., Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
23 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Feng Shou Di, July 2005. 
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Haenisch in the mid 1930s. In fact, Gai recorded a great number of gravestones at farms around the Nestorian 
grave sites indicating that in the mid 1970s much material had already been appropriated by settlers.  
Between 2001 and 2005 the present author too recorded the majority of gravestones remaining in Inner 
Mongolia at farms of Han Chinese settlers who had stacked or cemented the objects into walls or foundations. At 
Kekewusu near Chengbuzi, for instance, settlers used a number of large stone slabs of a coffin chamber to pave 
the terrace in front of their farmhouse.24 A photo published by Lum shows that Chengbuzi was in 1936 still open 
steppe.25 By 2001 the area around the site and neighboring regions were extensively cultivated and inhabited by 
settlers.  
Also at farms situated in the vicinity of Mukhor Soborghan stone coffin slabs have been used to 
reinforce wells and brick walls. At one farm north of these remains Han Chinese settlers explained that they had 
cemented a gravestone into a wall but that the stone had been removed to sell it to a visiting antiques dealer from 
Hohhot.  
At Sishiqingdi, a village at the foot of the grave hill of Wangmuliang, at least two fragments of 
Nestorian gravestones have been used in the foundations of a barn. Further fragments of at least one base stone 
were buried in the alley behind the barn (see Plate 4.2).  
At Zuum Khoolai, a farm site situated next to Olon Sume, a fragment of a gravestone has been used as a 
corner stone. According to the farmer living at the site at least one other fragment of a gravestone - described as 
depicting a cross with four dots between its arms - was used for the construction of a gate in a mud wall.  
At Maoduikundui, a small settlement between Bailingmiao and Olon Sume, a Nestorian gravestone with 
a Syriac inscription and cross depictions was used in a dry stone wall before being relocated to serve as a support 
in a gate (compare Plate 4.3 with 29.6). In a neighboring animal enclosure a Nestorian gravestone with cross 
depictions was also used as a door post (see Plate 29.2). A third Nestorian gravestone was utilized to support a 
wall that had started to tilt. One further fragment of a Nestorian gravestone has been used in the foundation of a 
now collapsed farm house at Maoduikundui.  
At Gaobi Senden a single Nestorian gravestone, featuring a Syriac inscription and cross depictions, had 
been used as a door plinth in an animal enclosure of a Han Chinese farm. According to the farmer, the stone had 
already been noticed in the steppe by a Mongolian neighbor in 1935. In 1988, when the farmer had settled at the 
site, he had brought the stone to his farm (see Plate 29.7).26 In 2005 the stone was removed from the farm by a 
Han Chinese entrepreneur and put on display at a tourist camp situated south of Bailingmiao (see also Section 
9.6). 
At Khar Nuur, the site where a single gravestone was collected by a family but again deserted after it 
moved away, local settlers pointed out that at least one other stone was used as a door stop (see Plate 4.1).27  
Clearly, the Han Chinese settlers using the material had no qualms in appropriating material that 
originated from graves. I will further touch upon the ethnic dimensions of appropriating Nestorian heritage in 
Chapter 10 when examining Mongolian appropriation of the material.  
 
9.3 Appropriation of Nestorian sites by Han Chinese settlers  
Modern farmers and settlers not only appropriated the objects found at Nestorian cities, but also the sites, 
including ancient city walls, itself. Lattimore had already noticed in 1934 how the remains of Jin dynasty Great 
Wall in Inner Mongolia were used as roads. Centuries of neglect and erosion had rounded the earthen walls into 
relatively smooth and consistent earthen structures that were most suitable to travel on. The slight elevation of 
the structures, called Kharem-in Jam (Mongolian for Wall Roads), meant that the surface was free from snow 
after storms and usable during spring and autumn when dirt tracks became muddy, as is still the case with many 
roads in the steppe. Lattimore even noted truck drivers using the walls for smuggling.28  
                                                
24 See: Halbertsma (2005a) Photo 1. 
25 Lum (1981) Photo 17. See for the site and its setting also: Martin (1938) Plate V c. 
26 Based on interview with Han Chinese settler Mr. L.M., Gaobi Senden, July 2005. 
27 “There was a second stone here, which people used as a door stop. But when they moved some 20 years ago, a wall 
collapsed over it and buried the stone…[excavation by the farmer did not result in the finding of the stone, TH]”: Interview 
with Mongolian herder Mr. S.L., Harinaoru/Khar Nuruu, July 2005. 
28 Lattimore (1934) 235. 
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Despite the recent increase in road construction in Inner Mongolia ancient walls remain also popular 
with travellers today.29 Mukhor Soborghan, for instance, is still reached from Bailingmaio by either following or 
driving over a stretch of eroded Jin dynasty wall. The city walls of Boro Baishing are also used by farmers as 
pathways through the fields. As Boro Baishing is not protected, or rather its protection not enforced, the entire 
city is now used by farmers to grow corn, potatoes, sunflowers and rape seed. Indeed, the area inside the city 
walls is most popular with farmers as it provides the most fertile ground in the area (because the top soil from 
surrounding fields is deposited and trapped inside the city walls during spring storms).30 Needless to say, farmers 
report finding pottery shards, coins and other remains in their fields after plowing at the site.31  
The western city wall of Boro Baishing, which is well preserved in height, also serves to store crops of 
local farmers. Most farmhouses in Inner Mongolia preserve their vegetables in underground storages to keep the 
vegetables cool in summer and protect them from frost in early winter. Farmers at Boro Baishing, however, 
preserve their vegetables in storages dug horizontally into the city walls (see Plate 13.4). The soil removed from 
inside the walls is subsequently deposited as fertilizer on farmland or used for the construction of mud walls of 
farmhouses and animal enclosures.  
Another use of wall at Boro Baishing concerns the southern city wall. A great number of the settlers live 
in a village outside this wall named Gucheng Nan (Chinese for South of the Old City). Following Chinese 
traditions the houses are oriented to the south and feature windowless walls at the north end. The row of farms 
immediately outside the southern wall are embedded, and thus sheltered, in the ancient city wall. None of the 
other walls of the city are used in this fashion, thus maintaining the traditional practice of orienting the houses to 
the south (see Plate 13.3).  
An even more destructive appropriation of ancient sites, concerns the use of walls from Öngüt and 
Nestorian sites for the construction of roads and houses. The practice was,32 and still is,33 common in many parts 
of China.34 The walls enclosing the cemetery of Wangmuliang too were used in this fashion for the construction 
of a section of dirt road.35 The destruction of archaeological sites caused by building projects and road 
construction has also been noted by other authors and researchers of cultural heritage issues.36  
Interestingly, Han Chinese farmers now once again bury their dead at Wangmuliang. Three burial 
mounds constructed at the site date from the first half of 2005. Gai’s former assistant pointed out:  
 
Wangmuliang is now used again as a graveyard, but people bury their ancestors only outside of the 
walls. Because inside they will be robbed - and no one wants to have their graves robbed.37  
 
Thus, after seven centuries, also Wangmuliang, originally a Nestorian gravesite, has been appropriated by Han 
Chinese settlers as a modern cemetery.  
 
9.4 Grave looting and treasure seeking at Nestorian sites 
Perhaps the most destructive form of the physical appropriation of Nestorian heritage - resulting in the loss of 
both site and objects - concerns the widespread looting of ancient sites in Inner Mongolia. David Murphy, a legal 
expert in China’s cultural heritage legislation, refers to the looting of almost 1800 tombs in Chifeng, in eastern 
                                                
29 As of 1 December 2006 driving – or otherwise damaging - over great walls is officially prohibited: Ford (2006). By 3 
December 2006 a construction company was fined for dismantling a section of great wall in Inner Mongolia during the 
construction of a highway, see: news wire Xinhua, 3 December 2006 (“Company fined 500,000 yuan for damaging Great 
Wall”).  
30 According to local farmers, the layer of fertile topsoil between the city walls of Boro Baishing is over two meters thick 
and deposited on what is rather unfertile steppe soil. 
31 Based on remarks made by farmers at Boro Baishing to the author in July 2005.  
32 Waldron (1990) 218. 
33 For my Dutch news article on this practice: Halbertsma (2004c).  
34 North of Beijing one can still find a great many farms which were built from bricks of the Ming wall: Halbertsma 
(2004c). .  
35 According to Gao’s assistant: “….Part of the walls and cemetery were already destroyed by a bulldozer when a road was 
built along the site and construction workers needed sand…” Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Feng Shou Di, 
July 2005.  
36 See for instance: Murphy (1995) 51. For an excellent study, including re-photography, on the recent usage and changes 
affecting the Great Wall, see: Lindesay (2006).  
37 Interview with Han Chinese farmer G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
 170 
Inner Mongolia, between 1988 and 1991 alone.38 The practice has undoubtedly seen a recent increase in Inner 
Mongolia but is hardly a recent phenomenon.39  
In 1893 Van Kerckvoorde requested permission from the local ‘Mongolian Mandarin’ to excavate 
Shizhuziliang. Van Kerckvoorde obtained permission but only after agreeing that any treasure from the site 
would be the property of the official. 40 Also Van Kerckvoorde’s predecessor, De Brabander, had, as mentioned 
above, been excavating an ancient site, hoping to find treasure to sponsor his mission work in Inner Mongolia.  
By the 1930s archaeological excavations by foreigners was banned and, as importantly, unpopular 
among local settlers. Lattimore remarked that he quickly moved away from Olon Sume to avoid being seen as a 
treasure seeker.41 Martin too was pressed to depart from Wangmuliang when he was informed that settlers 
suspected him of treasure seeking. Lum further explained: ‘and if gold is there to be found, then the gold is theirs 
[the settlers, TH] and foreigners should not be carrying it away.’42 Bergman relates of similar encounters during 
his archaeological work for the Sino-Swedish Expedition.43  
The grave sites, in other words, were seen by Mongolian herders and Han Chinese settlers as gold mines 
which should not fall in the hands of foreigners. Especially Egami seems to feature in the anecdotes and stories 
of present-day herders and farmers. One herder, for instance, related:  
 
In 1944, a Japanese man rode from Hohhot to Olon Sume to conduct research. He came with four 
camels and a guide, who was Han Chinese.44 When they arrived at Olon Sume the two men saw nine 
white horses leap from the city and run off to the northwest, where they disappeared. The Han Chinese 
guide was a wise man and told the Japanese visitor: “Olon Sume is not for you, but for those who will 
rebuild the city”. For under the city there were nine water vaults buried, filled to the brim with silver, 
and this is what the people suspect the Japanese man was after. The nine troughs were buried in Olon 
Sume for those who would rebuild the city, whereas the people suspected the Japanese man was only 
after the silver. For in the old days Japanese would come to take your good things, and destroy your 
homes. So when the Japanese man arrived, the nine water troughs changed into nine white horses and 
ran off to the northwest. But this is of course not true history, but a story.45 
 
In reality, by the 1930s many of the Nestorian sites had already been looted. Lattimore touched upon the subject 
when he encountered two headless stone statues at Olon Sume and remarked that the heads had probably been 
sold to ‘Chinese dealers’.46 Martin thought it not unlikely that at least one of the sites he visited had ‘been 
searched by the treasure hunter’.47 In the 1970s Gai too came upon a great number of the Nestorian graves which 
had been looted.  
From 2001 onwards also the author encountered grave looters or traces of looting at most Nestorian sites 
in Inner Mongolia (See Plate 31). The looters targeted both grave sites and ancient settlements. According to 
local farmers and grave robbers at Chengbuzi and Wangmuliang ‘most Nestorian sites are now emptied of their 
treasure’.48 The remark indicates in the first place how widespread the looting has become. Indeed, the 
destruction of the Nestorian gravesites and cities continues relentlessly and is widely reported in the region. Also 
stone objects are deliberately destroyed to search for treasure, as one 59 year old Mongolian herder at Derriseng 
Khutuk remarked:  
 
                                                
38 Murphy (1995) 54.  
39 For general remarks on tomb-robbing in China see: Murphy (1995) 52 ff. 
40 Van Kerckvoorde (1893c) 199. 
41 Lattimore (1934) 231 
42 Lum (1981) 179 
43 Bergman (1945) 9 and 91. 
44 Egami’s last research visit to took place in 1942. 
45 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. T., Ulaan Nuur November 2003. 
46 Lattimore (1934) 231. 
47 Martin (1938) 242.  
48 Remarks made by farmers looting Wangmuliang and Chengbuzi in July 2005 and during an interview Han Chinese 
farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005: “The grave looting started in Chengbuzi – and is still ongoing, but now nothing 
can be found anymore”.  
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Before, there were stones with decorations here in the northwest corner of the city. This is why the place 
was also called Tsagaan Chuluun [White Rocks in Mongolian, TH]. The stones were stolen at night – or 
broken by people who thought that there was gold inside.49  
 
A 40 year old female herder in Khundiin Gol noted that stone objects vanished from Olon Sume:  
 
On the east side of Olon Sume there were two stone lions, made of white stone. But I don’t know what 
happened to them. People take them at night. When I was a child there were many things – Buddhas.., 
stones.., but now everything is gone.50 
 
Another female herder who grew up near Olon Sume mentioned that it was not uncommon to come upon looted 
graves in the steppe:  
 
To the south of our house were graves but they all are robbed now. I saw the bones from the graves. 
They were bigger than the bones of human beings.51 
 
Gai’s assistant at Wangmuliang, a farmer born and still living in a village neighboring the site, remembered that 
the looting started at Chengbuzi52, a village notorious for grave looting and known for its ‘black reputation’ in 
the region.53 A Han Chinese farmer turned grave robber from Chengbuzi explained:  
 
Ten years ago, a group of men from southern China came to my village. They paid me to stay in my 
house. But the men only slept during the daytime and after sunset they left. I soon discovered they went 
to a nearby grave hill. When they slept, I went to have a look. At the site I saw bones, skulls and broken 
wooden boards from coffins. Now we do the digging ourselves and they [the visiting antiques dealers, 
TH] only come here to buy the antiques. We used to find porcelain bowls, gold earrings and sometimes 
jade objects. These days we do not find a lot anymore. All the sites have been completely emptied.54  
 
The farmer, son of Han Chinese farmers who settled in Chengbuzi around the proclamation of the PRC in 1949, 
related how he had sold at least three gravestones to a visiting antiques dealer.55 Objects found by the farmer at 
Chengbuzi include Liao and Jun porcelain and Yuan dynasty coins.56 The origin of the objects corresponds to the 
Nestorian period of Inner Mongolia. The time of looting referred to by the settler is further confirmed by an 
official Chinese excavation report of Chengbuzi, stating that the excavation was prompted after an increase in 
looting at the site in 1994.57  
 Wangmuliang has fared as bad as the Chengbuzi. Gai’s assistant remembers:  
 
The site was square in layout and bordered by four earthen walls, at the south gate there were parts of a 
stone lock. When we started the excavations many stones were already damaged. Most of the graves had 
been looted… We dug approximately twenty graves, but only two had not been robbed.58 
                                                
49 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. A.Y., Derriseng Khutuk, July 2005. I have been told similar stories of breaking 
stones to obtain gold supposedly hidden inside, when researching balbal in Mongolia.  
50Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S.T., Khundiin Gol, July 2005. The objects referred to are undoubtedly part of the 
spirit way recorded at Olon Sume. For these objects see: Egami (2000) Plate 57 A and 58 B; Egami (1995) Plate 30; and 
Plate 24.1 of the present study.  
51 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004 
52 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
53 In November 2003 drivers from Wulanhua, Siziwangqi, were reluctant to bring the author to the village stating the 
reputation of the village as the main reason. The notoriety and massive scale on which the grave looting took place was also 
confirmed by a former Director of the Hohhot Cultural Relics Bureau in November 2003. 
54 Interview Han Chinese farmer and grave looter Mr. L., Chengbuzi, November 2004 
55 Based on interviews with Han Chinese farmer Mr. L., Chengbuzi, August 2003, November 2003, August 2004, 
November 2004 and July 2005.  
56 Based on author’s observations at the site. 
57 Wei, Li and Xie (1997) 688 ff. 
58 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. The sculptures are undoubtedly part of the spirit 
way recorded at Wangmuliang, see: Martin (1938) 238; and Plate 25.4-25.6; 26.1-26.3 of the present study. 
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The grave robbing at Wangmuliang seems to have reached its peak in November 2004 when the present author 
witnessed over one hundred farmers digging into the grave hill and surrounding areas.59 Gai’s former assistant 
summarized the situation:  
 
The archaeologists [i.e.Gai’s team in the 1970s, TH] could only take objects from the grave. According 
to law, all human remains had to be put back. Now people have destroyed everything. In fact, many of 
the graves were already looted during the Yuan period. But now the old things are so valuable that 
people rob the graves. From 2004 everyone here started to dig and loot the graves. At the end of last 
year [i.e. 2004, TH] the police came and bulldozed the site and stopped people from digging. In this 
village [Fengshoudi, TH] there are no gravestones left. But in other villages people have put the stones 
in walls. They know they come from graves, but they are not scared to use them. They don’t care. They 
are not educated.60  
 
By 2004 some farmers came from as far as Zhaohe to participate in the looting at Wangmuliang.61 A cook in a 
restaurant in Xiziwang/Wulanhua explained:  
 
Wangmu [Wangmuliang, TH] was first robbed by the Japanese,62 but in recent years also by local 
farmers. Before, we would also go there [to loot the graves, TH].63  
 
The massive scale on which the looting takes place is a recent phenomenon, and results from the increase of 
settlers and the region’s development. Indeed, the damage caused by grave looting noted by the early researchers 
in the mid-1930s pales with the current destruction at the sites. As pointed out above the looting seems to have 
started with professional grave robbers operating in Inner Mongolia. This group was relatively small but has now 
been expanded with virtually every farmer living near an ancient site.  
According to a Chinese antiques dealer in Beijing the recent and sudden increase in grave looting may 
also have been related to a series of natural disasters, collectively called zud in Mongolian, which occurred in 
Inner Mongolia between 1999 and 2001.64 During this period dry summers followed by harsh winters wiped out 
millions of animals and caused great damage to crops and harvests. ‘Following these disasters’, the antiques 
dealer noted, ‘the market was flooded with grave objects from Inner Mongolia’. Indeed, the dealer argued that 
‘wherever natural disaster strikes, farmers start to loot the local graves and local authorities generally turn a 
blind eye’.65 In fact, local cadres have been known to encourage tomb looting or take part in the illegal activity.66 
At Wangmuliang provincial cultural heritage authorities eventually moved in. One farmer, who 
cemented at least two fragments from Nestorian gravestones in the foundations of a barn at Sishiqingdi, 
remarked in July 2005:  
 
Last year [i.e. 2004, TH] the police came and fined every family involved in the digging 1000 RMB [i.e. 
some Euro100 or US$130 at the time, TH]. They captured two grave diggers and forced them to name 
other families. Now, no one dares to dig here anymore. There is nothing left anyway.67  
 
Moreover, in an attempt to complicate further looting, presumably by filling tunnels and undo digging, local 
government bulldozed and flattened Wangmuliang. Gai’s former assistant remembered:  
                                                
59 I have related these events in a popularized travel account on Rabban Sauma: Halbertsma (2005b). The latter is the basis 
for a series of news paper reports retracing Rabban Sauma’s journey through China: Halbertsma (2005c).   
60 Interview with Han Chinese farmer G.E., Fengshoudi, July 2005. 
61 Author’s observation in November 2004.  
62 The reference to a Japanese visitor is most probably unrelated to Egami. Egami never visited Wangmuliang due to 
‘political unrest’, i.e. Chinese resistance to the Japanese army in the Siziwang region.  
63 Remark from Han Chinese cook in a restaurant at Wulanhua/Siziwangqi, July 2005 
64 Interview with antiques dealer D. W., Beijing, October 2001 on which I based my Dutch news report: Halbertsma 
(2001c). 
65 See for popularized reporting on these cases: Halbertsma (2001a); (2001c); (2002a); (2003b) 106-111; (2005a) 48-53 and 
56-57.  
66 Murphy (1995) 55. 
67 Interview Han Chinese farmer Mr. W.D., Sishiqingdi, July 2005. 
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In November 2004 the local police bulldozed the site. By doing so also the walls surrounding 
Wangmuliang were destroyed. Part of the walls and cemetery had already been destroyed by a bulldozer 
when a road was built along the site and construction workers needed sand. There must be many stones 
under the ground, especially now that the site has been bulldozed.68 
 
The attempt thus resulted in the partial destruction of Wangmuliang. Despite the measures taken by the 
government the author documented traces of renewed grave looting around Wangmuliang during a visit to the 
site in July 2005.  
At other Nestorian sites too, attempts have been undertaken by the cultural relics authorities to 
discourage looting. Olon Sume officially has the status of an archaeological site and is thus specifically protected 
by law. A sign recently erected at the site states that it is forbidden to take objects away from the city. In 2003 a 
dyke was constructed between the Aibagh-in Gol river and the south-eastern city wall of Olon Sume to protect 
the site against further flooding. 
The site, however, remains constantly visited by grave robbers, as indicated by heaps of freshly dug 
earth and holes among the city walls encountered by the author between 2001 and 2005. In 2003 a Chinese guard 
was posted at the site but this measure was again abandoned in July 2005.  
Mukhor Soborghan too is formally protected under Chinese cultural heritage laws and fenced off to 
protect the site from herds, but these measures have not deterred farmers and grave robbers to loot the site for 
building material or antiques. In August 2003 the author counted over 300 freshly holes dug in the cemetery 
situated northeast of Mukhor Soborghan. Bricks, shards of earthenware, ceramics and human bones were left 
scattered around the opened pits. A Nestorian gravestone, numerous stone coffin sites and a decorated brick 
recorded at the site reconfirmed the Nestorian origins of the site.69 Chengbuzi, also officially protected as a key 
archaeological site, continues, as mentioned, to be looted.  
The protection of historic sites in Inner Mongolia is thus rife with problems, not the least because of the 
vast territory of Inner Mongolia, and the looting is thus most likely to continue. Indeed, farmers in Inner 
Mongolia are still frequently visited by antiques dealers and the Nestorian objects have become valuable on the 
market.70 This is illustrated by the expressed intentions of a Belgian antiques dealer operating from Mongolia to 
visit the region in order to buy Nestorian heritage.71 I have already mentioned the sale of Nestorian gravestones 
by Han Chinese farmers at Chengbuzi and Mukhor Soborghan to antiques dealers and the offer of at least one 
Nestorian gravestone from Chengbuzi in an antiques shop in Hohhot (see Plate 30.2).  
Indeed, the Siziwangqi region has now become known as a source for Christian objects among art 
dealers, prompting an antiques dealer in Beijing to present a cross as ‘originating from Siziwangqi banner in 
Inner Mongolia’.72  
 
9.5 Appropriation of sites and objects by tourism developers  
Early researchers like Martin and Lum had set up their camps at Zhaohe, a small monastery town where their 
Mongolian guide Arash owned a few ger-tents. In 1990 this settlement was one of the first sites in Inner 
Mongolia to be opened for foreign tourism. Important historic sites such as Olon Sume and Shangdu, the former 
Mongolian summer capital, remained closed. The tourists at Zhaohe came to see the steppe, ride horses and 
experience some Mongolian cultural events, such as archery, wrestling and horse racing. By 2000 this trickle of 
mainly foreign tourists was replaced by Chinese package tourism. At the time Zhaohe was littered with tourist 
camps consisting of hundreds of concrete ger-tents, hotels and dubious karaoke-bars (see Plate 34.6). By 2005 
numerous other tourist camps were established in the steppes surrounding Zhaohe.73 
                                                
68 Interview with Han Chinese farmer G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
69 Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 27 and Brick 48. See also the Nestorian gravestone at a nearby farm: Halbertsma (2005a) 
Gravestone 28.  
70 Based on interview with Han Chinese farmer and grave looter Mr. L., Chengbuzi, November 2004 and July 2005. 
71 Based on a confidential report of a Dutch monitor of cultural heritage trading, May 2004.  
72 The object, probably forgery, was offered to the author in 2004 and concerned a corroded crucifix making it unlikely that 
it originated from the Nestorian period of Sizwangqi. The sale of fake crosses is of course not limited to China. See for 
other fake “Christian” objects see: Klein and Roth (2006). 
73 For an impression of these camps see: Halbertsma (2006e). 
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The tourist sector in Inner Mongolia was much helped by the development of infrastructure in the 
steppe. Ancient caravan tracks and trade routes were replaced by paved roads and highways (see Plate 34.5). 
Ger-settlements like Bailingmiao, once named after the only permanent building in the region, grew into towns 
seeking city-status. In terms of road construction and tourism development, Inner Mongolia had become one of 
the most rapidly developing provinces in China. A number of herders and farmers, including those who had been 
removed from their land to combat desertification, were now working in the tourism industry. The trend was so 
overwhelming that one herder whose land included the site of Bitchik Jellag considered: 
 
I have not told the government about this ancient site, otherwise someone will set up a tourist camp here 
[and take my pasture land, TH].74  
 
One of the issues perceived as a problem for the development of tourism in Inner Mongolia concerned the fact 
that the steppes, due to its traditional nomadic use, did not feature a great number of traditional tourist sites. Only 
a handful of temples and ancient remains were scattered over a wide area of steppe. It comes to no surprise that 
authorities focused their attention in developing these few sites for tourism. At Zhaohe and Bailingmiao 
authorities restored Buddhist temples and ran small museums exhibiting some objects removed from the steppe. 
Around 2004 also Olon Sume was developed for mainly Chinese package tourism (in 2005 the site was still 
officially closed to foreigners who needed to obtain a special permission from the Public Security Bureau at 
Bailingmiao for visiting the site).75 One Mongolian female herder confirmed the project but also remembered 
that the undertaking at Olon Sume had started inauspiciously:  
 
My father saw a ten meter long fat snake at the west wall of Olon Sume. People say it is an evil place. 
For instance a few years ago, some people set up a ger at Olon Sume to charge visitors and develop 
tourism. One of them, however, had a motorbike accident when he passed Olon Sume late at night.76  
 
Curiously, the preparation of Olon Sume as a tourist site involved the removal of thousands of objects, such as 
bricks, tiles and shards, in order to provide for smooth pathways thus destroying one of the very features that 
constitute a historical dimension of Olon Sume. I have already referred to the return of a number of objects 
previously stored at a yard run by cultural relics authorities to Olon Sume and the resulting destruction of one 
stone turtle during unloading. Other objects from the collection kept in Bailingmiao deposited at Olon Sume 
included two Nestorian gravestones (according to the curator one of these stones originated from Mukhor 
Soborghan rather than Olon Sume).77 The final two objects brought from the collection of Bailingmiao 
concerned two headstones from steles. The objects had been recorded at Olon Sume by Lattimore, Martin and 
Egami in the mid 1930s and again by the present author at the cultural relics yard of Bailingmiao in 2001. 
By July 2005 the project at Olon Sume seemed to have been abandoned. A Han Chinese herder living to 
the east of the site and charged with keeping an eye on Olon Sume explained: 
 
Some time ago they attempted to build an‘ eco-museum’ here. This is why they returned some of the 
stones. When they unloaded the turtle it broke. For the same reasons [the development of tourism, TH] 
they are now painting the monastery at Bailingmiao.78  
 
 Indeed, ‘eco-tourism’, from which the above mentioned phrase ‘eco-museum’ seems to originate, is frequently 
misunderstood and in China, I fear, rather seen as marketing lingo than as a method to develop sustainable and 
environmentally sensitive tourism.  
By 2003 also tourism companies started to remove stone remains from the steppe for the decoration of 
their tourist resorts and ger-camps. Thus, in 2003 the stone sculptures from Ulan Baishing, recorded in 1936 by 
Martin and in 2001 by the present author, were moved to Gegentala, a large scale tourist camp east of Wulanhua 
in Siziwangqi banner, consisting of a hotel complex and several camps of concrete and felt ger-tents. In 2003 the 
                                                
74 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. A.Y., Derriseng Khutuk, July 2005. 
75 I am not aware of any changes to this system. 
76 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. Sarantsetseg, Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
77 For the stones see: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 13 and 17. For Egami’s documentation of the latter stone at Olon 
Sume, see: Appendix 4.2 of this study. 
78 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. S.B., Olon Sume, July 2004. 
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objects were abandoned in a field along a road leading to the reception of the tourism camp. By 2005 the objects 
were relocated to a parking lot at the entry of the resort (see Plate 30.6). There, tourists could have their pictures 
taken with the objects, though no attempts had been made to explain the original use of the stones or their 
provenance.  
As mentioned, by 2005 another tourist camp south of Bailingmiao exhibited one Nestorian gravestone 
among its ger-tents, albeit also without any explanation on the Nestorian origins of the stone.79 The latter 
gravestone had been removed earlier that year from a farm at Gaobi Senden where it had been used as a doorpost 
in a wall. The previous owner explained: 
 
This year an official came with a truck to take the stone away to his tourist camp south of Bailingmiao. I 
could not do anything. He gave me no money and just took the stone away.80  
 
It thus seems that the Nestorian heritage has been appropriated by tourist developers for its general historic value 
rather than for its distinct Nestorian characteristics. Indeed, two gravestones exhibited at a former Buddhist 
temple yard in Zhaohe are also exhibited without any documentation to explain their origin (see Plate 20.6).  
 
9.6 Conclusions 
The destruction and loss of the Nestorian heritage from Inner Mongolia is an all-encompassing process. None of 
the known Nestorian objects from Inner Mongolia remains in situ and the majority of objects have been removed 
from the field altogether. A great number of objects recorded by early researchers and by Chinese archaeologists 
has since vanished. Nestorian sites itself have been lost to treasure seeking, farming or the very government 
measures to protect the heritage. Most recently, the tourist industry has left its marks on the Nestorian heritage of 
Inner Mongolia. 
The physical appropriation of Nestorian heritage has taken place since the departure or vanishing of the 
Nestorian Öngüt from Inner Mongolia. The loss and destruction of the Nestorian material, and the scale this 
happens on, is, however, a most recent phenomenon.  
The modern physical appropriation of Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia is mainly caused by a change in 
the use of the steppe by Han Chinese farmers and settlers. Until 2000 gravestones, statues and fragments of 
Nestorian objects could still be seen on site or in nearby villages. By 2005 most Nestorian objects and fragments 
had been hidden by farmers or removed by looters, antiques dealers, archaeologists and tourism developers. 
Recent natural disasters in the region may also have contributed to a sudden increase in grave looting among 
local settlers. Indeed, of the ten gravestones documented by Lattimore and, in particular, Egami at Olon Sume, 
the whereabouts of only one stone is known.81 It is most probable that the remaining stones are in private hands 
of farmers or collectors.  
Undoubtedly a number of Nestorian objects remains hidden in the ground and the utilization and 
destruction of ancient sites will therefore most probably continue. The continuing destruction and loss of the 
Nestorian heritage in Inner Mongolia urgently necessitates further field research and documentation.  
                                                
79 See: Halbertsma (2005a) Gravestone 12; and Plate 30.2 and 30.3 of the present study. 
80 Interview with Han Chinese settler Mr. L.M., Gaobi Senden, July 2005. 
81 For these stones see in particular: Egami (2000) Plate 59-65. 
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PLATE 29. APPROPRIATION 
 
 
1. Well made of coffin slabs north-west of Mukhor 
Soborghan/ TH2003 
 
 
2. Gravestone used as gate support in Maodukundui/ 
IB2005 
 
3. Base plate in alley of Chengbuzi/ IB2005 
 
 
4. Gravestone supporting a wall in Maodukundui/ 
IB2005  
 
5. Gravestone in farm wall north-
east of Mukhor Soborghan/ 
TH2001 
 
6. Gravestone supporting a wall at 
Maodukundui/ IB2005 
 
7. Gravestone supporting a farm 
gate at Aobaowusu/ TH2003 
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PLATE 30. APPROPRIATION 
 
1. Nestorian gravestone at Chengbuzi before being 
bought by antiques dealer, see also image to the 
right/ TH2001 
 
 
2. Gravestone, right, from Chengbuzi  in antique 
shop in Hohhot, see also image to the left/ TH2003 
 
3. Nestorian gravestone in gate at farmhouse in 
Aobaowusu, see also image to the right/ TH2003 
 
 
4. Gravestone from Aobaowusu, relocated to 
tourism camp south of Bailingmiao, see also image 
to the left/ IB2005 
 
7. Two Nestorian garvestones returned in 2005 to 
Olon Sume from Bailingmiao cultural heritage yard/ 
IB2005 
 
 
6. Spirit way sculptures of Chengbuzi relocated at 
car park of Gegentala tourist resort in 2005/ TH2005 
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PLATE 31. LOOTING OF CITY REMAINS AND GRAVE ROBBING 
 
 
1. Looters at Chengbuzi/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Looters at Chengbuzi/ IB2005 
 
3. Looters at Chenbuzi/ IB2005 
 
 
4. Farmer with antiques in the vicinity of Nestorian 
site/ IB2005 
 
 
5. Grave robbers at cemetery north-
east of Chengbuzi/ TH2001 
 
6. Robbed grave west of Mukhor 
Soborghan/ TH2003 
 
7. Robbed grave west of Mukhor 
Soborghan/ TH2003 
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CHAPTER 10. MONGOLIAN APPROPRIATION OF NESTORIAN SITES AND OBJECTS 
Traditionally, the Mongol herders in Inner Mongolia practiced a nomadic lifestyle that did not allow for the 
accumulation of much property other than livestock and necessary equipment to survive in the steppe. There 
was, in other words, not much opportunity or necessity to physically appropriate objects from ancient sites. The 
Mongolian hesitations towards physically appropriating objects from ancient sites may also be guided by a 
number of Mongol taboos and practices. Instead of physically appropriating such objects and sites, Mongolian 
herders traditionally appropriated the heritage in legends, oral history and anecdotes. These practices 
undoubtedly contributed to the survival of much of the Nestorian heritage until the nineteenth century and until 
the increased migration of Han Chinese settlers in the steppe of northern China. Only when Mongol herders 
permanently settled in Inner Mongolia a number of herders started to physically appropriate the Nestorian 
remains.  
This chapter explores the appropriation of Nestorian remains and objects in Mongolian legends, 
storytelling and oral history. It further discusses the ceremonial appropriation of Nestorian objects by Mongolian 
herders and settlers. I base myself on the legends and stories documented by Lattimore, some occurrences related 
by other early researchers and my own field work in Inner Mongolia.  
 
10.1 Mongolian oral history of Nestorian sites  
Sven Hedin, the leader of the Sino-Swedish Expedition that started in 1927 and would involve almost all early 
researchers documenting Nestorian heritage in Inner Mongolia, specifically noted that Mongolian herders 
objected to excavating ancient graves in the steppe. The objections concerned the participation of Chinese 
archaeologists82 and fear for ‘disturbing earth ghosts’.83 Bergman, who was responsible for archaeological 
research during the Sino-Swedish expedition, noted Mongolian protests regarding the excavation of graves. 
According to Bergman many other expeditions had similar experiences.84 Indeed, Egami too noted that the 
“Mongols were highly averse to digging of the land for habitual and religious reasons.”85 
 Hedin’s observation regarding the herder’s objections to excavation by Chinese archaeologists gives, in 
the first place, an indication of the Mongolian resentment against ‘Chinese looters’. Hedin’s second argument, 
regarding the disturbing of earth ghosts, is as revealing. Digging is traditionally considered a hazardous affair 
among Mongolian nomads, for the opening the ground may disturb earth spirits and allow them to escape from 
the ground. In fact, there is virtually no activity in the life of a nomadic Mongolian herder that involves digging. 
Ger-tents, for instance, do not require pegs or other implements that open or damage the ground.86 The taboo of 
opening the ground is also reflected at the end of the Qing period in the burial practices among nomadic 
Mongolians. The use of graves among Mongolians in the steppe was limited to prominent chiefs and khans. 
Such practices were exceptional and also much complicated by the cold climate which caused the steppe ground 
to be frozen most days of the year. By the twentieth century ordinary Mongolians thus disposed of their dead in 
‘sky-burials’.87 Deceased were brought to a deserted steppe, undressed and after some ceremony left to be eaten 
by wild animals such as wolves, foxes and vultures. Despite the current official ban on sky-burials and practical 
complications related to population pressures in the steppe, sky-burials still occur in Inner Mongolia.88 
Alternatively, remains of Mongolian herders were cremated and taken to a stupa at a sacred place. As wood was 
most scarce, cremations were costly and therefore limited to those wealthy enough to do so. Burial, in other 
words, was practically non-existent among nomadic herders.89  
Today Mongolian feelings regarding excavation of ancient burial sites are as strong as at the beginning 
of the twentieth century. Especially searches for and excavations of sites associated with Chinggis Khan invite 
strong opposition from herders in Mongolia. Since the public resurgence of the ‘Chinggis-cult’ after 1990, 
various Japanese, American and European archaeological projects in Mongolia have been abandoned after public 
                                                
82 Presumably Huang and a certain ‘Prof. Yang’, see: Bergman (1945) 7. 
83 Maringer (1955) 307. Maringer writes in his German study of “Erdgeister”. 
84 Bergman (1945) 9 and 191. 
85 Egami (2000) 19. 
86 The only practice whereby the ground, strictly speaking, is opened concerns the ‘planting’ of two poles attached by a rope 
to tether horses.  
87 See also remarks and references made by Maringer: Maringer (1955) 306 and note 13 on the same page. 
88 Remark made by Mongolian ethnologist to the author in November 2004. The ethnologist grew up in the steppe Dorbet, a 
sparsely inhabited region in Inner Mongolia.  
89 Gai refers to early cremation at a number of Öngüt sites, see: Gai (1991) 209 ff. 
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outrage. Archaeologists participating in these projects have been accused of ‘destroying the souls of the 
deceased’, of ‘driving cars over sacred soil’ and generally warned against ‘touching soil from such sites as this 
might result in bad things following the trespasser and its family’.90 
The taboo of opening the ground is also expressed in the great care taken by Mongolian herders to avoid 
opening the earth by accident. The upturned nose of the Mongol gutal (the decorated leather boot traditionally 
used by herders), for instance, is often explained as a feature to avoid damage to the grassland.91 Indeed, the 
Mongolian taboo of opening the ground is undoubtedly related with a strong sense that one should not damage 
fragile grasslands and plant material on which a pastoral society is so dependent. Buddhist sutras, for instance, 
charge Mongolians with the preservation of the plant world and condemn damaging grassland, as this may cause 
desertification.92  
Obviously, these taboos and practices contributed to the absence of physical appropriation of the 
Nestorian heritage among the traditional Mongolian population in Inner Mongolia. As a 28 year old Mongolian 
ethnologist who grew up in the steppe of Dorbet remarked:  
 
We [Mongolian herders, TH] never open the earth and I don’t think you have ever seen a Mongolian 
grave robber at Wangmuliang. As a child my parents warned never to pull something out of the earth or 
even touch this – let alone take a gravestone home.93 
 
Mongolian taboos regarding the opening of the ground and the utilization of objects from ancient sites are 
expressed in a number of legends and anecdotal stories about the Nestorian sites and the particular reverential 
treatment of objects from such sites.  
Nestorian ancient cities, especially Olon Sume, were thus appropriated by Mongolian story tellers and 
herders as oral history rather than as physical property. These legends were around 1930 still widely told in Inner 
Mongolia. Lattimore of course only decided to visit Olon Sume after he heard the many legends related about 
the site. Interestingly, by 2003 remnants of these legends could still be heard among the herders who remained in 
the steppe of Inner Mongolia.  
The main theme of legends related about Olon Sume concerns the bad fortune that befell people who 
had taken bricks from the city for their private use. A first reference documented by Lattimore of this practice 
concerned a number of local Buddhist lamas who mined bricks from Olon Sume to construct the temple of Bato 
Khalagha. Because of the ceremonies performed by the lamas at Olon Sume the appropriation of the bricks did 
not result in any harm. Others who did not take such precautions were less fortunate. 
Lattimore related of the Jön Beise, the local noble, who around 1930 had built himself a palace from 
bricks ‘harvested at Olon Sume’. Not long afterwards the nobleman’s wife, the local Khatun, had become 
possessed by a spirit and started to abuse her husband for taking the bricks. In fact this was the spirit who was 
talking to the nobleman through his wife. The nobleman engaged Buddhist lamas to restore the woman but their 
sutra readings failed to do so. Then the master of Olon Sume entered the Khatun and spoke:  
 
I am Sokhor Liu-tzu Khan [Sokhor Liuzi Khan, TH], Lord of the ruined city. What do you mean by 
taking bricks from my city…. The lama’s of Bato Khalakh-in Sume also took bricks from my city; but 
first they said prayers. That was all right… these bricks of mine are made of no ordinary earth. That 
earth came from very far away, and is as precious as silver. (In other words the “magic” of the bricks 
should have been taken away by prayer before they were used as ordinary bricks).94  
 
Only through the interference of a sorcerer and lavish offerings the Jön Beise managed to appease Sokhor Liuzi 
Khan.  
                                                
90 Kohn (2002). For a short Dutch news report on Mongolian reactions to a Japanese archaeological discovery in Mongolia, 
see: Halbertsma (2004d).  
91 Based on remarks made by herders in Mongolia to the author in summer 2003.  
92 International nature conservation programmes in Mongolia, including those sponsored by World Wide Fund for Nature, 
World Bank and the Alliance for Religions and Conservation, have drawn from these notions and sutras, see: Sukhbaatar 
(2002).  
93 Interview Mongolian ethnographer Mr. E., Hohhot, November 2004. 
94 Lattimore (1934) 222-223.  
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Lattimore documented a number of variations in legends on Sokhor Liuzi Khan as Lord of Olon Sume. 
The first reveals how Liuzi came to be ‘Sokhor Liuzi Khan’. The legend is set in the Tang dynasty and relates 
how one day Liuzi was visited by a Chinese geomancer. The geomancer performed a series of tests at what is 
now the site of Olon Sume and explained that the person who buried his parents there would become emperor. 
Liuzi cheated the geomancer, buried his parents at the site and became emperor under the name Liuzi Khan 
(khan being Mongolian for ‘emperor’ or ‘king’). When the geomancer discovered that Liuzi had become 
emperor, he fired an arrow from his home blinding Liuzi Khan in one eye. Liuzi Khan thus became Sokhor Liuzi 
Khan, or ‘Blind-in-one-eye’ Liuzi Khan (sokhor meaning ‘blind-in-one-eye’ in Mongolian).95  
The second legend recorded by Lattimore presented Sokhor Liuzi Khan again as the Lord of Olon Sume, 
but now as a Mongol ruler of the Yuan dynasty. After marrying one of the daughters of the Mongol emperor, 
Sokhor Liuzi Khan attempted to overthrow the emperor and become emperor himself. His wife, being loyal to 
her relatives, however, betrayed him and the troops of the emperor then destroyed Olon Sume. Liuzi Khan’s 
marriage to a daughter of the emperor reminds of the intermarriage between the Öngüt kings and the ruling 
Mongol house of Genghis Khan and suggests some twist of historical events. 
In a final legend recorded by Lattimore it is Sokhor Liuzi Khan who, with his black magic, destroys 
Olon Sume.  
In all accounts Liuzi usurped his status and powers through warfare, cheating or treason but is eventually 
overpowered or punished by a more legitimate and stronger authority or appeased by religious ceremony and 
chants. The character of Sokhor Liuzi Khan is thus not that of a benevolent or just lord. The various legends 
seem to explain the origin of the ruins and also deal with the danger of appropriating the remains for one’s 
private use.  
Lattimore believed that the legends regarding the misfortunes of the Jön Beise were based on real 
events. At Olon Sume, Lattimore even identified car tracks that ‘showed how the bricks had been taken away for 
building the palace of the Jön Beise’ and attempted to establish whether the walls of the city had been lined with 
these ‘magic bricks’.96 Indeed, Lattimore speculated that Liuzi himself was based on Li Zicheng, the ‘notorious 
free-booter who took Beijing and helped to bring down the Ming dynasty’.97 Li Zicheng is remembered for his 
horsemanship and archery skills – which must have much appealed to the Mongolian herders – but especially for 
his bribery, cheating and the conquest of Beijing and the subsequent partial destruction of the imperial quarters.98 
Sources differ on the date and circumstances of his death and relate of the violent killing of Li Zicheng in a raid 
on a village as well as an escape or retreat to a monastery.99 According to a source quoted by Lattimore, Liuzi 
the rebel was sokhor, i.e. blind in one eye, and as he had raided Shaanxi and Shanxi he must have been a well 
known figure in the region. According to an interpreter quoted by Lattimore the name Liuzi was a corruption of 
Chinese word for ‘roaming thief’.100  
A related legend documented by Lattimore explained how the monastery Bato Khalakh-in Sume 
received its name and came to stand in a curious loop in the Aibagh-in Gol river. According to this legend Bato 
Khalakh was built by migrating Mongols during the reign of the first Qing dynasty emperor after 1644. The 
founders, however, never asked permission from the emperor who decided to punish the offenders by flooding 
the monastery. The emperor thus commanded a nearby river to change its course towards the monastery. The 
Buddhist lamas at Bato Khalakh, however, managed to repeatedly divert the river by chanting sacred sutras. It is 
for this reason that the monastery is positioned inside a perfect loop in the river. Since these events, Lattimore 
explained, the monastery was known as Bato Khalakh, Mongolian for Temple of the Firm Defence (the site is 
now best known by its Chinese name Bailingmiao, or, Temple of the Larks).101 The river on the other hand 
became known as Aibagh-in Gol, according to Lattimore a corruption of the Mongolian for ‘River of Fear’. I 
have already referred above to Egami’s interpretation of the name as the River of Aibuga after the Nestorian 
Öngüt king Aibuga.  
                                                
95 Lattimore (1941) 107.  
96 Lattimore (1934) 229. 
97 Hummel (1944) 491.  
98 For a short biography of the rebel Liu-tzu see: Hummel (1944) 491-493.  
99 Hummel (1941) 492. 
100 Lattimore (1941) 108  
101 Bailingmiao (Chinese for Temple of the Larks), the current Chinese name for both the monastery and the settlement that 
grew around it, refers instead to the larks nestling around the temple. 
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Both Lattimore and Egami recorded these stories and interpretations in the mid 1930s. Interestingly, but 
perhaps not surprising given the tradition of story telling among the Mongolian herders, some 70 years later 
remnants of early twentieth-century legends on Liuzi Khan and Olon Sume were still told in Inner Mongolia. In 
2003, a 59 year old herder, living some fifteen km. west of Olon Sume, related:  
 
Before 1949 and the founding of the PRC, officials from southeast Damaoqi took bricks from Olon Sume 
to build houses for their wives. These officials had many wives. After they took the bricks, a number of 
these women became crazy. So the officials asked the Buddhist lamas to heal them. The lamas went to 
Olon Sume and performed ceremonies to heal the wives. They read their sutra books a great number of 
times. And the wives were healed. After these events the local Mongolians stopped to take the bricks. 
And after 1949 no one touched them. But these are in fact all legends and all this happened before 
1949.102 
 
Though following a rather political correct line and placing the story firmly before the proclamation of the PRC, 
the herder’s anecdotes echoes, of course, the story of the Jön Beise and his wife.  
In 2005 the same herder referred to Sokhor Liu-tze Khan whilst relating an anecdote about a certain type 
of coins that could be found at Olon Sume:  
 
People have found many coins at Olon Sume. One side of the coins is blank. This is why we call them 
‘sokhor coins’, or ‘blind coins’. The Khan of Olon Sume was called Sokhor Lutziin Khan. ‘Sokhor’ 
means blind in Mongolian. ‘Lutziin’ also means blind in Tibetan.103 Also, the Lord of Water and Earth is 
blind.104  
 
The anecdote indicates in the first place that at the start of the twenty-first century Olon Sume was still 
associated with the legendary Sokhor Liuzi Khan - though his origins or his several manifestations seem to have 
been forgotten by this particular storyteller. The reference to blind coins found at Olon Sume is most puzzling 
and may refer to early Chinese coins minted on only one side. Alternatively the description may be based on a 
western style coin, for instance from the Chinese republic after 1911, featuring the profile of a face and thus 
depicting only one eye.  
 Indeed, the reference to the misfortunes that befell one of the tourism developers of the ‘eco-museum’ at 
Olon Sume, who crashed his motorbike at night while passing the city remains, may be best understood as a 
modern twist on the dangers of appropriating Olon Sume. This notion is further explored in the next section.  
 
10.2 Contemporary Mongolian attitudes regarding Nestorian sites and objects 
A great number of modern anecdotes about Olon Sume warn against visiting the city remains and especially – as 
in the legends on Liuzi Khan - against the appropriation of objects from the site. The herder quoted above, for 
instance, remarked in his story on the danger of taking bricks from Olon Sume: “People say Olon Sume is a 
ghost city and that at night they can hear dogs barking and drums beating.”105  
A 40 year old woman adopted by Mongolian herders near Olon Sume, remembered in July 2004:  
 
When I was a child my home was near Olon Sume. Our house was about two li [approximately 1 km., 
TH] west of Olon Sume and north of the river. But the local people did not allow their children to play 
there. The people thought that Olon Sume had their own god and that people should not touch the stones 
found at the remains. My parents did not allow me to visit Olon Sume. I saw some stones but since my 
parents said “do not stop at Olon Sume” I don’t know too much about these stones.106 
 
                                                
102 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. T., Ulaan Nuur November 2003. 
103 I would suggest that the word ‘Lutziin’ is rather a Mongolian transcription than the Tibetan word for blind.  
104 Interview with Mongolan herder M. T, Ulaan Nuur, July 2005 
105 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. T., Ulaan Nuur November 2003. 
106 Interview with ‘Mongolian’ herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004. S. is, despite her Mongolian name and upbringing, Han 
Chinese by birth. As an orphaned baby from Shanghai she was, with hundreds of other orphans from Shanghai, brought to 
Inner Mongolia where she was adopted by Mongolian herders and raised as a Mongolian child. She is much more fluent in 
Mongolian than in Chinese. Adoptions are traditionally much accepted among Mongolian nomads. 
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Many herders relate similar anecdotes cautioning against visiting the site, especially at night. People who 
nevertheless do so, according to Mongolian story telling, may run into grave trouble. As one herder living about 
eight km. from Olon Sume explained: 
 
Some people who cross Olon Sume at night get lost. As a child I saw a fire start at the west side of Olon 
Sume and travel around Olon Sume all night. It is not safe to cross Olon Sume. It is better to go around 
it. One time I crossed Olon Sume. I got lost between the walls and could not find my way out. Eventually 
I managed to get out. I also heard that one day an old man named Pulgin was riding his horse near 
Olon Sume and was suddenly attacked by a pack of yellow dogs. He tried to escape from the dogs but his 
horse would not go faster. He then made a fire to scare away the dogs.107 
 
The risk of losing your way, a dangerous affair in the Mongolia steppe especially during the winter, is a 
recurrent theme in anecdotes told about Olon Sume. A 70 year old Mongolian herder who moved in the summer 
of 2005 from a farm near Olon Sume to a subsidized dairy-farm near Bailingmiao remarked:  
 
We moved to Olon Sume some thirty year ago [i.e. around 1975, TH]. The place was already a ruin and 
therefore not so different from what it is now. If you ask people here about Olon Sume they will tell you 
about herders who entered the remains and lost their way. They will tell you that once you have entered 
the walls your horse will panic and you will not be able to find a way out of the city. I heard that if you 
walk through Olon Sume you can see fires. But I have not experienced such problems and these are only 
stories of course.108  
 
The anecdote regarding horses not being able to run or move away from Olon Sume is a another recurrent theme 
and suggests an association of the ruins with black magic or sorcery which can only be overcome by Buddhist 
prayers and chanting. An anecdote related by a 67 year old Mongolian herder illustrates that such notions were 
still strong in 2005:  
 
My uncle was a lama. One day he reached Olon Sume but then his horse would not move. He 
dismounted and read some sutras in order to make the horse move again…. Also, my neighbour found a 
statue of the Buddha at Olon Sume. He took this with him. Next time he visited Olon Sume he saw two 
people riding donkeys and he got afraid. So he returned the Buddha statue to Olon Sume and never saw 
the two men riding donkeys again. I remember people warning me not to go to Olon Sume and not to go 
inside the remains. Because it is a dangerous place with ghosts where you can hear dogs at night or see 
fires. Even now I can sometimes see fires at Olon Sume. Sometimes the fires fly over my house.109 
 
Warnings against visiting Olon Sume are thus abundant. The danger of taking objects from Olon Sume was of 
course the central theme in the legend regarding the Jön Beise and his new palace. Returning the objects may, as 
highlighted above and in the following anecdote, avert further harm:  
 
I have been told about a herder that entered Olon Sume on horseback. After a while he saw a stone he 
liked. He got off his horse and picked up the stone. When he was back in the saddle his horse refused to 
move. When he got of his horse he tried to pull his horse out of Olon Sume but the horse still did not 
move. Only when he had put the stone back his horse moved again and the herder quickly left the 
remains.110 
 
The warnings about visiting or appropriating Olon Sume are mainly related by Mongolian herders and illustrate 
the Mongolian taboos regarding the opening of the ground or disrupting spirits. I have only encountered one 
such anecdote from a Han Chinese settler. The settler, who lived some 20 years at the eastern side of the remains 
and who was charged to report visitors to the site to the authorities, remarked in July 2005: 
 
                                                
107 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. T., Olon Sume, July 2004. 
108 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. K., Haolaixincun, July 2004. 
109 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. R., Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
110 Interview with unidentified Mongolian herder, Olon Sume, November 2003. 
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During the period of central planning many people lived together, but no one wanted to live near Olon 
Sume. When the market economy started, some 20 years ago [i.e. around 1985, TH], I decided that this 
[the fear for living near Olon Sume, TH] made no sense and moved here. One day I also entered Olon 
Sume on my motorbike. But when I wanted to leave I was not able to find a gap between the walls and 
got lost. As the grass was very high and it was a cloudy day, I could not orientate myself on the sun and 
only when it was dark I managed to find a way out of the city and return home. Even now people near 
Olon Sume can’t sleep alone at night. They hear people at the door, but when they look there is no one. 
Others hear singing and dancing. There are ghosts in Olon Sume.111  
 
Interestingly, fear for disturbing the deities of the underworld when digging graves also existed among Han 
Chinese during the Song, Jin and Yuan periods. Such dangers could, as demonstrated by historian Valerie 
Hansen, only be averted by performing certain ceremonies and the use of tomb contracts.112 The widespread 
looting of Nestorian sites by Han Chinese farmers and settlers indicates that at the end of the twentieth century 
such concerns had much diminished among Han Chinese settlers. Among traditional Mongolian herders - and 
the occasional Han Chinese settler - Olon Sume, however, still inspires fear. A 24 year old Mongolian student 
who grew up near Olon Sume explained:  
 
Olon Sume is now deserted, but Olon Sume has, like a river or a hill, an owner-spirit. So one cannot 
take stones from Olon Sume - like one cannot take the stones away from a hill or a mountain.113  
 
A similar remark was of course made by the female herder already quoted above who explained: “The people 
thought that Olon Sume had their own god and that people should not touch the stones found at the remains.” 
Cautionary remarks about the handling of objects are thus not limited to sites like Olon Sume but apply to all 
ancient sites.  
Considering the taboos and dangers associated with ancient sites, it comes as no surprise that the 
physical appropriation of objects from Nestorian sites was initially left to Han Chinese settlers who were not 
restrained by such taboos, as already detailed above. There are, however, according to Mongolian traditions also 
appropriate ways to deal with objects encountered in the steppe other than avoiding the sites all together. Martin 
and Lum observed that stone creatures found at Ulan Baishing had been smeared with grease. Both interpreted 
the practice as a superstition to ward off ‘bad luck’. Martin recorded that: “The heads of all the figures have been 
smeared with black cart-grease, owing to a superstition that otherwise a glance from their eyes will bring bad 
luck to the passer by.”114 Martin interpreted the practice as a ‘blinding’ of the creatures and considered that for 
the same reasons a number of statues had been turned over, face down, or even decapitated. These interpretations 
seem problematic. Lum considered: “There was apparently a superstition among carters using a nearby road that 
if they did not touch the nose of one of these figures with axle grease every time they passed by they would have 
bad luck.”115  
The practice of smearing fat or butter on statues – or for that matter black cart grease - is still widely 
used among Mongolians in both Inner Mongolia and Mongolia. Worshippers may apply fat or butter on stone 
lions guarding a temple entrance, stele inscriptions or statues inside a temple. Frequently, other objects, such as 
matches or coins, are pressed into the fat. The practice is rather performed as an offering to the deity or spirit of 
the object than to ward of bad luck and is deemed appropriate for all objects which are considered to have an 
owner-spirit. In the Mongolian capital Ulaanbaatar one can still find statues of communist heroes, such as Lenin, 
Choibalsan and Tsedenbal, covered with fat or butter. Natural and sacred objects, such as natural rocks or 
ancient rock carvings, are also the object of such reverence. The smearing of fat or grease on the statues at Ulan 
Baishing can thus be seen as this practice rather than as a ‘blinding’ of the objects.  
A similar Mongol practice concerns ‘milaakh’ the smearing of fat or butter, or in some instances milk, as 
an ‘anointment’ or ‘blessing’ on people and objects. This practice is focused on children, households and 
                                                
111 Interview with Han Chinese guard Mr. W.M., Olon Sume, July 2004. 
112 Hansen (1995) 152-153 and 155 ff. 
113 Interpreter Mr. E., Ulaan Nuur, November 2003. The respondent worked as an interpreter with the author and is the 
adopted son of Mr. T.  
114 Martin (1938) 236. 
115 Lum (1981) 175. 
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household goods.116 The application of fat or butter on tomb statues is undoubtedly related to milaakh but differs 
in respect of the nature and character of these objects which call for anointment but would not be considered 
objects to receive blessings.  
 
10.3 Mongolian attitudes regarding Nestorian sites and objects after settling  
It must be pointed out that also Mongolians were aware of treasures (or stories of treasures) buried at ancient 
sites, as noted by missionary like Van Kerckvoorde and archaeologist Bergman.117 Indeed, many herders in the 
region still relate anecdotes, stories and fantastic tales of treasures and other valuables buried in the steppe: 
 
In Khundiin Gol [north of Olon Sume, TH] someone found a water-jar full with silver. He wanted to 
unearth the jar and went home to get a shovel. But when he came back the jar at Olon Sume had 
disappeared and there was only a hole left behind. People tell me they see ghosts at Olon Sume and hear 
dogs barking there. Or they see women wearing Mongolian deel [traditional Mongol dress,TH] . But 
these are stories like rumours. The story about the jar with silver however is true.118  
 
The physical appropriation of objects from ancient sites by Mongolian herders is a recent phenomenon related to 
a change in herding. In the second half of the twentieth century Mongolian herders in Inner Mongolia largely 
abandoned their nomadic lifestyles and, not unlike Han Chinese immigrants, settled in permanent farms (see 
Plate 34.1-34.3). Instead of travelling between winter and summer pastures, herders were now allocated grazing 
rights over designated pastures. The settling of these herders has had a number of consequences for the Mongol 
taboos on the physical appropriation of Nestorian objects and sites.  
At Olon Sume grazing rights were allocated to a herder. In 2004 a female herder confirmed that Olon 
Sume had been used as a pasture for sheep:  
 
Three or four years ago [i.e. 2000 or 2001, TH] a Japanese man came to pay for a fence to protect the 
city. I know this because one part of Olon Sume was the pasture of a herder, and they gave him money to 
compensate him. I heard, this old [Japanese, TH] man visited Olon Sume many times before.119 
 
The ‘Japanese man who donated the fence’ was most probably Egami, who donated, according to one of the 
directors of the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics in Hohhot, funds to protect the site 
with such a structure (for further remarks regarding this donation see Section 4.7).120 Egami had already 
documented the use of the site as a sheep pasture in one of his published photographs.121  
The settling of Mongolian herders in permanent farms also resulted in the appropriation of bricks from 
ancient sites as building material. As one female Mongolian herder at Zum Khoolai remarked:  
 
We used the bricks from Olon Sume in our kang [a Chinese style heated brick bed, TH]. When I was a 
child, we also used to put such bricks in our floors. Many were square and had imprints of hands. But 
there were also longer ones which were rectangular in shape.122  
 
The Mongolian use of a kang, a quintessentially Han Chinese construction used by farmers in northern China, is 
in the first place an indication of how settled the Mongolian herders in Inner Mongolia had become by the 
second half of the twentieth century.  
A 58 year old female Mongolian herder who grew up near Olon Sume remembered in 2003:  
 
                                                
116 Jagchid and Hyer (1979) 160 ff. 
117 Bergman (1945) 7. 
118 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004. 
119 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004.  
120 Interview with Mr. Wei Jian, director of the Inner Mongolia Institute of Archaeology and Cultural Relics in Hohhot, 
Miaozigou, November 2003. 
121 See for an early image of herding at Olon Sume: Egami (2000) Plate 8 (also reproduced in Yokohama Museum of 
EurAsian Cultures [2003] 10 plate 2. 
122 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. N., Ekhin Us, July 2004 
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I remember the walls of Olon Sume, which were shaped like the backs of camels. They looked like a 
caravan of camels. Because the old people told us not to go to Olon Sume, I do not know a lot about 
Olon Sume. But more than fifty years ago some neighbours dug a well at Olon Sume and found a lot of 
bricks which my parents then used in the floor of our old house. Some people said there are ghosts at 
Olon Sume and warned me not to go there.123  
 
Her adopted sister remarked:  
 
Some locals [i.e. Mongolians, TH] collected bricks, and many Han Chinese did so as well. My 
neighbour collected them and put them as tiles on a floor. Some have a handprint of a human being in 
them, but with fingers much longer than we have. So I think the people who lived at Olon Sume were 
much bigger than we are now.124 
 
The reference to imprints of human hands on the stones would suggest that the bricks originated from tombs. 
Indeed, most Mongolian herders seem aware of the origin of material:  
 
When I was a child there were many statues and carved objects at Olon Sume, some with crosses, they 
were probably gravestones for the dead. We have one such stone in our house, my neighbour has one as 
well. We now cement them in our houses, otherwise officials and archaeologists will take them.125 
 
Early violations of the taboos regarding the opening of the ground by an ethnic Mongolian people seem to have 
been noted by the Belgian missionary Antoon Mostaert. According to Moule, Mosteart noted that Mongolians 
south of the Daqingshan mountains frequently dug for so called ‘bronze Ordos crosses’ at old graves and other 
sites.126 It is important to note that the ‘Mongolians’ referred to lived south of the Daqingshan mountains, at a 
great distance of the Nestorian sites featured in the anecdotes documented by the author, and buried their 
deceased (for the possible over-interpretation of these objects as Nestorian objects see Chapter 11).  
 
10.4 Mongolian anecdotes on the origin of Olon Sume 
Modern anecdotes on Olon Sume also reveal a number of popular legends regarding the origins of the Nestorian 
site. These anecdotes relate in the first place of instances when the city showed itself in its original or true form 
and shape. A female herder, already quoted above, remarked in 2004:  
 
… [people say] they saw women wearing Mongolian deel at Olon Sume. But these are stories like 
rumours.127  
 
The use of the deel, the traditional Mongol garment, is now almost completely abandoned in Inner Mongolia 
(contrary to the independent Mongolia where the garments is still widely worn in the steppe). The reference to 
this garment may suggest that the herder intended to narrate how the city revealed itself as it was in the past. Her 
Mongolian husband explained that the city consisted of a complicated underground structure:128 
 
People say Olon Sume is hollow and that there are buildings under the ground. Under the buildings are 
poisonous gasses. Under the gasses there is a wooden or jade box, and under the box there is water. 
There is also a jade well at Olon Sume, but no one has found it. I also heard that there is a map of Olon 
Sume in Japan, made with the help of lamas who lived at Olon Sume.129  
 
                                                
123 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. Kh., Ekhin Us, July 2004. Ms. Kh. is a sister in law of Ms. S.. 
124 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004. 
125 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S.T., Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
126 Moule (1930) 92-93. 
127 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004. 
128 On the tradition of ‘sunken’ or ‘immersed’ cities in China see: Kaltenberg (1984). 
129 Interview with husband of Ms. S.T., a Mongolian herder, Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
 187 
The herder’s reference to the map of Olon Sume is undoubtedly a reference to the Japanese fieldwork conducted 
at the site. Indeed, Egami was the first to make a detailed map of Olon Sume using land measuring equipment.130  
A forty year old Mongolian woman living in a farm at Khundiin Gol, a settlement neighbouring Olon 
Sume, described seeing the city as in a fata morgana:  
 
If there is mist, we can sometimes see the buildings of Olon Sume again.131  
 
A Han Chinese farmer living next to Olon Sume who is charged to report visitors to the site explained:  
 
During the 1970s, if you would look at Olon Sume from a distance, you could see many horses and 
buildings inside the walls. There was also smoke coming from Olon Sume. It was like many people lived 
there. This is a special place. There is even a woman, around 50 years, who lives to the south of Olon 
Sume. She says she saw an entire city build over Olon Sume once. I have been here for a long time and 
never seen this, but she says she has.132 
 
A number of herders allocates a mythical, almost superhuman, quality to the original inhabitants of Olon Sume, 
as for instance expressed by the female herder who noted that the hand palms imprinted on the bricks were larger 
than human ones. Similar remarks about the size of the original inhabitants of Olon Sume are made regarding the 
bones found in looted graves. As the forty year old female herder at Khundiin Gol already quoted above 
remarked: 
 
To the south of our house were graves but they all are robbed now. I saw the bones from the graves. 
They were bigger than those of human beings.133 
 
The remarks about the size of the handprints and bones suggest the idea that Olon Sume was once inhabited by a 
distinctly different people who were larger and thus more powerful than the local herders now living near Olon 
Sume. It is, however, most probable that the bones encountered were indeed from sheep, or horses, rather than 
human beings. Bergman, for instance, referred to finding sheep bones in the few graves he managed to 
excavate.134  
Other anecdotes relate of battles at Olon Sume which eventually resulted in the destruction of the city. 
The anecdotes seem to provide an explanation for the current state of the ruins. Burning fires and the sound of 
drums, part of many a battle, are recurrent elements in present day anecdotes and may refer to these battles 
fought over Olon Sume. Such anecdotes also frequently refer to Mongol and Muslim forces. A Mongolian driver 
living in Bailingmiao remarked:  
 
Before the Mongols conquered Olon Sume, the city was inhabited by Muslims. One day the Mongols and 
the Muslims fought a battle. The Mongols lid fires to the south side of the city and beat drums. So the 
Muslims thought they would attack from the south. The Mongols, however, had only a few men on the 
south tending the fires and beating the drums and were in fact attacking from the north. They conquered 
the city and looted and destroyed it.135 
 
Other herders detailed a Muslim conquest:  
 
Olon Sume was conquered by the Hui [a Muslim nationality, TH]. How did they conquer? There is a 
small hill on the north east of Olon Sume, which is still called the Hill of the Hui. At that time the king of 
Olon Sume was strong, and his army was strong. His name was ‘Iljigiin Chikht Khan’, or Donkey Ear 
King, perhaps because he had very long ears or this was his nickname. So it was not easy to conquer 
him. How did the Hui attack then? They took thirty-six lanterns and put them on thirty six small stacks of 
                                                
130 For this map see: Egami (1952); (2000) Fig. 1. 
131 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S.T., Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
132 Interview with Han Chinese guard Mr. W.M., Olon Sume, July 2004. 
133 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S.T., Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
134 Maringer (1955) 307. 
135 Interview with unidentified Mongolian driver from Bailingmiao, Bailingmiao, July 2005. 
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stone. And if you go there now you can still find the remains of these thirty-six humps. They put these 
piles on the south so the people of Olon Sume thought they were attacked from the south. But the enemy 
army of the Hui came instead from the north. When the Hui conquered Olon Sume, they did capture the 
city but they ruined the place. Since that time the remains are slowly disappearing.136  
 
The Donkey Ear King, or Donkey Eared Khan, is a well known character in Mongolian story telling and features 
in a great number of legends related to Mongolian history.137 The reference made by the herder to thirty-six fires 
is not incidental and referred to by at least three other herders.138 A herder living some 7 km. from Olon Sume 
remarked after telling a similar story about the capture of the city:  
 
…there is also a story about how the Hui captured Olon Sume using thirty-six lights. You can still see 
the stone thirty-six stone mounds, some say there are thirty-seven.139  
 
The theme of thirty-six lights or lanterns may be a reference to the number of lanterns used in a lantern dance 
performed in north China during the Lantern Festival of the first month.140 
Lattimore too recorded a legend detailing how a Muslim army laid the city in ruins.141 Tellingly, 
Lattimore also documented two rows of a total of thirty six mounds named Jirgalei Oboo, Mongolian for Rank 
of Ovoos, south of Olon Sume.142 According to one of the legends described by Lattimore Olon Sume had never 
been conquered until Sokhor Liuzi Khan came upon the city ‘and in one night built the row of ovoos, like 
soldiers, which by magic destroyed the city.’ Lattimore, however, speculated that the ovoos, or cairns, had been 
built to ‘take the curse off the site after it had been ruined’ which fitted Mongolian ideas on geomancy.143  
Chinese settlers too associate Nestorian remains with the ‘Hui religion’ or the so called ‘Blue-green 
religion’ (Qingjiao or Qingzhen in Chinese). ‘Hui’ is, of course, used in Chinese to indicate a people practicing 
Islam rather than a particular religion. The phrase ‘Blue-green religion’ is a common Chinese reference to Islam 
and a reference to the colour frequently associated with the Hui nationality or Islam in general. A Han Chinese 
settler from Chengpazi, who had sold at least three Nestorian gravestones to dealers in Hohhot, remarked:  
 
The gravestones with crosses are from the Hui. These are the only such stones in a 50 li [25 km., TH] 
radius. I believe they have to do with the Blue-green Religion.144 
 
The shape of the stones is of course much similar to the Muslim tombs and the Nestorian faith has frequently 
been confused or associated with Islam. Nestorian Christians have as early as the sixteenth-century been 
described in Chinese as ‘the Huihui of the Cross’.145 In Ningxia, the traditional home ground of the Hui people, 
Nestorian Christianity flourished in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries when the region was still known as 
Tangut.   
 
10.5 Loss of Mongolian legends, oral history and anecdotes on Nestorian heritage 
Lattimore seems to have been most conscious of the loss of the Mongolian steppe culture and remarked how 
Mongolian place names were lost in favour of Chinese jargon.146 This process has speeded up in recent years 
through the increase of Chinese settlers in the region.  
Today, it is the policy to combat desertification and land degradation that result in the loss of legends 
and anecdotes on Nestorian sites.147 The policies frequently involve the relocation or removal of herders from the 
                                                
136 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004.  
137 For a Mongolian story featuring the Donkey Eared Khan see: Poppe (1967).  
138 For instance in an interview with Mongolian herder Ms. R., Khundiin Gol, July 2005. 
139 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. T., Olon Sume, July 2004.  
140 Holm points out that such events involve a total number of 360 lanterns: Holm (1994) 844. 
141 Lattimore (1934) 487 ff. 
142 For an excellent image of these ovoos see the first image in: Lattimore (1934).  
143 Lattimore (1934) 487. 
144 Interview Han Chinese farmer and grave looter Mr. L., Chengpazi, August 2004.  
145 Van Mechelen (2001) 95 and the Introduction in Moule (1930). 
146 Lattimore (1934) 484. 
147 For a recent study on land degradation in Inner Mongolia see: Williams (2002). 
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steppe to newly built dairy-farms (compare Plate 34.1-34.3 with 34.4).148 The state policy thus forces a new use 
on the steppe not unlike the Qing policies of land reclamation which also led to the loss of Nestorian objects to 
settlers. The current state sanctioned removal of Mongolian herders from steppes near Nestorian and ancient 
remains will undoubtedly result in the loss of legends, oral history and anecdotes on these remains. Indeed, it is 
now Chinese settlers who tell anecdotes about the Nestorian remains. The farmer assisting Gai during the 
excavation of Wanguliang remarked about a fragment of a turtle remaining at the site:  
 
There is a story about this stone turtle [see Plate 15.2, TH]. Before, the turtle would every day go to the 
river to drink, carrying the tablet on its back. So this was a very strong turtle. When Laotianye [Father 
Heaven, TH] saw this, he worried that the turtle would one day get too strong. So he sent lightning to 
destroy the turtle. And this is why people believe the turtle is now broken and why they cannot find the 
other parts of the turtle. That strong was the lightning.149 
 
According to another story related by the farmer, the grave hill at Wangmuliang could be understood as the back 
of a gigantic phoenix (this may also related to the identification of the site as a liang, Chinese for roof beam or 
‘spine’, a word frequently used for Nestorian gravesites in Inner Mongolia).150  
Likewise, the physical removal of objects from the field or inclusion of such objects in collections also 
has its consequences for the traditional Mongol custom of smearing objects with fat or butter substances. In 
short, the disappearance of the Nestorian heritage from the field, due to physical appropriation, may thus well 
result in a loss of both Mongolian oral history and traditional practices.  
 
10.6 Conclusions 
Early researchers in Inner Mongolia already noted that the Mongolians strongly objected against the excavation 
of graves. Such objections can still be encountered among Mongolians in Mongolia and to a lesser extend in 
Inner Mongolia.  
Contrarily, to the physical appropriation of Nestorian remains by Han Chinese settlers, Mongolian 
herders initially appropriated the Nestorian sites and objects in legends, stories and anecdotes. Thus Mongolian 
oral history frequently warned against the utilization of ancient heritage, expressing taboos of opening the 
ground or physically appropriating objects from ancient sites. Instead, stone objects were, and still are, much 
referred and smeared with fat or butter. These practices have undoubtedly contributed to the survival of the sites 
and much of the Nestorian heritage into the twentieth century.  
 By the end of the twentieth century a number of Mongolian herders in Inner Mongolia, however, 
abandoned the traditional taboos regarding the physical appropriation of Nestorian heritage. This process started 
when Mongolian herders gave up nomadic herding and settled in permanent farms. Thus, Nestorian remains can 
now also be encountered at the farms of Mongolian herders.  
Although the physical appropriation of Nestorian material among Mongolian herders is now widespread 
in Inner Mongolia, a number of Mongolian herders is still very much aware that this practice violates traditional 
Mongol customs. Indeed, the process in which traditional Mongolian practices are abandoned is relatively 
recent. 
Current policies designed to remove herders and farmers from the steppe will undoubtedly accelerate the 
loss of Mongolian legends, stories and traditional customs, such as the smearing of fat on objects considered to 
have a spirit-owner, related to the Nestorian past of Inner Mongolia. The decline of oral history, story telling and 
traditional practices among the Mongolians in Inner Mongolia illustrates that the documentation of Mongol 
culture has now become most critical and urgent.  
                                                
148 For an impression of these farms see my Dutch news articles: Halbertsma (2004a) and (2006c).  
149 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr.G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
150 Interview with Han Chinese farmer Mr. G.E., Wangmuliang, July 2005. 
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PLATE 32. PATTERNS AND MOTIFS IN MONGOLIA 
 
 
1. Decoration on a Buddhist temple in Terelj, 
Mongolia/ TH2003 
 
 
2. Decorated felt shoes, Mongolia/ TH2005 
 
3. Decorated ger-table, Mongolia/ TH2003 
 
 
4. Decorations on Kazakh wall hanging, Mongolia/ TH 
2003  
 
5. Decorated window in 
Ondorkhaan, Mongolia/ TH2003 
 
6. Decorated ger-bed, Mongolia/ 
TH2003 
 
7. Decorated window of Boghd 
Khan Palace, Mongolia/ TH2003 
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PLATE 33. MODERN GRAVES 
  
 
1. Modern grave south of Zhaohe/ IB2005 
 
 
2. Modern grave west of Chengbuzi/ TH2001 
 
3. Modern grave south of Chengbuzi/ TH2003 
 
 
4. Modern Muslim graves in Turfan/ TH2004 
 
5. Modern Muslim graves in Turfan/ TH2004 
 
 
 
6. Modern Muslim graves in Turfan/ TH2004 
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PLATE 34. INNER MONGOLIA  
 
 
1. Farm of Inner Mongolian herder near Olon Sume/ 
TH2003 
 
 
2. Farm made from earth bricks of Inner Mongolian 
herder/ TH2004 
 
3. Sheep herd at Inner Mongolian farm in the 
vicinity of Olon Sume/ TH2003 
 
 
4. Modern milk farm with imported cows west of 
Bailingmiao/ TH2005 
 
5. New highway between Baotou and Bailingmiao/ 
IB2005 
 
 
6. Tourist resort at Zhaohe/ IB2005 
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CHAPTER 11. APPROPRIATION OF NESTORIAN HERITAGE BY MISSIONARIES AND FIELD RESEARCHERS  
The documentation151 of Nestorian heritage in Inner Mongolia dates back to the arrival of the first Scheut-
missionaries from the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (C.I.C.M.) in Inner Mongolia. I have 
already touched upon the western fascination for Christianity in China and the disproportionately large number 
of publications on this topic in the introduction of this study. Suffice to say, the Nestorian heritage in Inner 
Mongolia became very much part of this fascination and was rapidly appropriated by missionaries and foreign 
scholars alike.152 After 1949 Chinese archaeologists too appropriated the Nestorian heritage, in part through 
excavation or collection, but also by documenting and presenting the material in an ideological framework.  
This chapter looks into the appropriation of Nestorian heritage by missionaries, foreign researchers and 
Chinese scholars who researched and documented Nestorian remains in Inner Mongolia. I would like to point 
out that their documentation has, to a certain extend, ensured the survival of certain Nestorian material that has 
been lost but that this positive end-result has not guided the discussion here. Instead this chapter simply 
highlights some concerns regarding the presentation of material that is appropriated.  
 
11.1 Early appropriation of Nestorian heritage by missionaries  
The appropriation of Nestorian heritage in Inner Mongolia by missionaries is not a new phenomenon nor is it a 
practice of the past. The editor of the Syriac version of Rabban Sauma’s chronicle explained he had edited and 
shortened the original to prevent that ‘the history which is desired turns into something else’.153 Seventeenth-
century Jesuits too interpreted the ‘Xi’an Stele’ – or indeed ‘Nestorian Stele’ - for their missionary work 
featuring its inscription, among the more unusual adoptions, in a hymn.154 Today, the Nestorian heritage has been 
popularized by evangelicals in China and in Japan through manga-like cartoons (see Appendix 2.5).155  
The early C.I.C.M. missionaries were no exception to the practice of appropriating early Christian relics 
for their mission’s use. After the physical appropriation of the material from Shizhuziliang – first expressed in 
claims on any Christian material and later by relocating a number of Christian objects to the bishop’s residence 
in Xiwanzi – the remains were presented in the organizations bulletin as Christian heritage much relevant to a 
missionary’s cause. De Brabander’s identification of an engraving as a lamb - undoubtedly a Christian 
interpretation – which turned out to be depiction of a Chinese incense burner and a distorted rendering of the 
IHS-symbol constitutes a Christian over-interpretation.  
The discovery of the Christian objects in Inner Mongolia was, as would be expected, followed by a 
search for live Christian traditions among the peoples of the steppe. Pelliot had deemed the discovery of live 
remnants of Christianity among the Öngüt unlikely, but, following the discovery of Shizhuziliang, two reports 
on the discovery of live-Nestorian remnants and culture among Inner Mongolian peoples were filed.156 Both 
reports were filed by Scheut-missionaries. The material that they uncovered, and possibly interpreted with too 
much confidence as “Nestorian” in nature, actually comes from the fringes of the area with most explicit and 
indisputable evidence on a Nestorian past or even from other regions altogether. As such, I too will wander 
somewhat from the field central to this study. I feel, however, these examples illustrate some difficulties in 
working with “Nestorian material” which has been appropriated and over-interpreted.  
The first report concerns a curious Chinese document, compiled at the end of the nineteenth century by a 
member of a ‘religious sect’ identified as the “Student of Fortune”.157 The document was, according to the 
Scheut-missionaries who studied, translated and published the text in 1895, in essence ‘a Christian declaration’ 
consisting of a ‘summary of the main principles of Christianity’.158 The document had been produced on the 
request of the Scheut missionary Van Damme, stationed south of the Daqingshan mountains in the plains around 
Hohhot, after he had noticed certain ‘peculiar religious practices’ among members of the sect. The members of 
the sect lived, according to the discoverer, in much secluded parts of Inner Mongolia and did not have much 
                                                
151 As opposed to the recording of Nestorian encounters by medieval travellers, such as Rubruck, Polo and Montecorvino.  
152 Chinese archaeologist Huang Wenpbi, of course, was an early exception but participated in what was a foreign organised 
and funded expedition (the Sino-Swedish Expedition under the leadership of Sven Hedin) when he discovered Olon Sume. 
153 Montgomery (1927) 80. 
154 Pang (2006). 
155 For a Japanese example see: Joseph (undated). For a Dutch news article, including a number of these Japanese manga-
cartoons, see my report: Halbertsma (2004c). For a Chinese language example of a popularized account of the Nestorian 
presence featuring the Xi’an Stele and other Nestorian relics in China see: Xi’an (2006) 46 ff.  
156 Pelliot (1914) 643.  
157 In Dutch literally de ‘geluks-leerling’, see: Missiën in China in Congo (1895) 487. 
158 Missiën in China in Congo (1895) 487-488. 
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contact with other tribes in the region. The exact whereabouts of the sect are not recorded, but the publication 
implies that the members lived in the ‘secluded regions’ of the ‘Tumet plains’ ‘outside the Great Wall’, i.e. the 
traditional Tumet realm north of the great bend of the Huanghe river and south-west of Hohhot. This region was 
of course once inhabited by the Nestorian Christians of Öngüt descent. One of the elder members of the sect 
quoted by Van Damme had related on his deathbed:  
 
It is true that we do not know much about the meaning of these teachings but our ancestors have always 
testified that only these teachings can save us; and that if you follow these teachings, preachers will 
arrive among us who can explain the secret meaning of them.159 
 
It is difficult to interpret the remark recorded by Van Damme other than in the light of his missionary work: here 
was a people interested in yet ignorant of Christianity, awaiting, even anticipating and predicting the arrival of 
what can only be understood as missionaries. The editors who annotated the translation did, however, wonder 
whether the ‘followers of the Student of Fortune’ had truly followed these teachings for many centuries or that 
they had copied the teachings from recent missionaries in order to claim an association with the Christian faith. 
Study of the text, the missionaries speculated, nevertheless suggested that the origins of the sect could be traced 
to the ‘Nestorian heretics’ of the Mongol period of China rather than to early Jesuit missionaries or nineteenth 
century missionaries in the region.160 According to the bulletin’s editors, only further research by Van Damme 
could determine the origin of the teachings. To my knowledge, Van Damme never returned to the topic of his 
contribution regarding the sect.161  
Without attempting to solve the questions regarding the origins of the document, it seems puzzling that 
the text was written in Chinese whereas the sect lived in the Ordos region and thus most likely used another 
language. An examination regarding the origin and authenticity of the teachings exposed in the text lies outside 
the scope of this study but what is of interest here concerns the belief of the C.I.C.M. missionaries, or at least the 
suggestion, that the teachings expressed Nestorian origins and thus represented a connection between the 
twentieth-century sect and the Nestorian Christians under Mongol rule some seven centuries earlier. Whether an 
over-interpretation or not, these conclusions, and their presentation as relevant to a missionary’s cause, can 
perhaps be best understood as a ‘Christian appropriation’ of the Nestorian past.  
Some forty years later the Christian appropriation culminated in the identification of live descendants of 
the Nestorian Öngüt in Inner Mongolia. In 1934 Antoine Mostaert, the well known Scheutist missionary and 
eminent Mongolist, reported to have found the descendants of the Nestorian Öngüt among the Erküt.162 At the 
time, the Erküt consisted of some seventy families who lived, like the members of the sect described by Van 
Damme, in the extensive Ordos plain south of the Daqingshan range. According to the Belgian missionary, the 
Erküt practiced a faith most peculiar to the region with faint echoes of Christianity. Upon childbirth, Mostaert 
suggested, women of the Erküt confessed their sins as a means to aid delivery.163 Although a leader of the Erküt 
did not recognise the sign of the cross, Mostaert related a number of practices among the Erküt to the use of the 
cross. Of further interest are Mostaert’s observations that the Erküt buried their people with their heads pointing 
to the west, a practice, he noted, which was also followed at the cemetery of Shizhuziliang.164 The orientation has 
of course been recorded among the Nestorian Christians north of the Daqingshan range, but it must be 
remembered that the practise was shared with many other peoples of Turkic origin under the Mongol rule. 
Furthermore, it must be pointed out that the religious practices of the Erküt, such as the burial of their deceased, 
differed markedly from the Mongolian herders living at the start of the twentieth century among the Nestorian 
remains north of the Daqingshan mountains, who preferred ‘sky burials’. Most importantly, Mostaert argued that 
the name Erküt itself proved a relation between the Erküt and the Nestorian Chrisitans among the Öngüt. In fact, 
according to Mostaert, the name of the Erküt originated from the Persian erke’ün and thus shared its origin with 
the Chinese term Yelikewen suggesting some sort of Nestorian connection. The latter transcription has, of course, 
                                                
159 Missiën in China in Congo (1895) 487. 
160 Missiën in China in Congo (1895) 489.  
161 I have only been able to verify the editions of Missiën in China in Congo until 1902, i.e. seven years after Van Damme’s 
first publication on the sect.  
162 Mostaert (1934) 197 ff.  
163 Mostaert (1934) 205-206. 
164 Mostaert (1934) 210. Mostaert also noted the taboo on sleeping with the feet pointing west among the Erküt, see: 
Mostaert (1934) 212. 
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been frequently used in China for the identification of Nestorian Christians as well as people of non-Han 
Chinese descent.  
Mostaert’s identification of the Erküt as the descendants of the Öngüt and the resemblance of their faith 
to Christianity has been accepted165 as well as carefully questioned.166 
In his publication on the Erküt, Mostaert did not refer to Van Damme’s discoveries and conclusions, but 
it is possible that the Erküt were in fact the people identified by Van Damme as the followers of the ‘Student of 
Fortune’. Both the followers of Van Damme’s sect and the Erküt lived in the Ordos region.  
The region were both peoples dwelled is known among students of Nestorian history in China for the 
great number of metal objects that, from the start of the twentieth century, have been uncovered there and which 
have become known as ‘the bronze Ordos crosses’.167 The curious objects resemble birds, fish and crosses. Many 
of the objects depict swastikas and geometrical or cross patters which are executed in high relief. According to 
Moule, Mostaert noted:  
 
…the Mongols constantly dig them up, from old graves and elsewhere: they know nothing of their 
history, but wear them on their girdles, especially the woman, and use them with a lump of mud to seal 
their doors.168  
 
In fact, the objects frequently feature two loops at the reverse side, which can be used to attach the object to, for 
instance, clothing. A number of influential scholars, including Pelliot and Mostaert, presented the objects as 
amulets or crosses from the Nestorian Christians of the Yuan period.169 This interpretation has been followed by 
many others including - perhaps without sufficient scepticism - myself.170  
A great number of these objects, reportedly over one thousand, were collected by F.A. Nixon and are 
now kept at the University Museum and Art Gallery at The Hong Kong University (see Appendix 2.4).171 Similar 
objects have been collected by the Scheut missionaries in Belgium172 and in the United States.173 Gai too 
documented a number of these objects.174 Despite the number of these crosses only one of these objects, as far as 
I am aware of, has been uncovered in southern Mongolia, i.e. north of the traditional Öngüt territory.175 To my 
knowledge, no ‘bronze Ordos crosses’ have been excavated in Nestorian graves north of the Daqingshan 
mountains. Vice versa, only one Nestorian gravestone has been recorded in the Ordos region.176 It thus seems 
that the Ordos bronzes and the Nestorian stone objects discussed above originate from different traditions.  
It must be noted, that the ‘Ordos crosses’ are encountered without additional religious context, and never 
in an overtly Nestorian setting, such as a Christian grave, or in connection to or combination with other 
Nestorian relics. Since the design of the objects themselves is by no means consistent – the variety of depictions 
on the objects is as diverse as numerous - one can wonder whether the Ordos bronzes have a Nestorian origin or 
dimension at all. Indeed, the objects may have been the subject of an over-interpretation prompted by the small 
number of these ‘bronzes’ that portray a curious but perhaps coincidental and thus insignificant resemblance of a 
cross. Motifs, coincidentally resembling Nestorian cross depictions, are found, for instance, on objects from as 
early as the Han dynasty (206 BCE – 220 CE). A number of Han dynasty wadang, Chinese tile ends, depicts 
crosses inside circles featuring circular discs in each quarter and cloud-like motifs commonly found on Nestorian 
                                                
165 Lattimore (1978) 215-216; Krader (1963) 42-43. 
166 Moule (1940) 24.  
167 For images of these objects see among others: Pelliot (1932); and Halbertsma (2002a) 121 and 123. 
168 Moule (1930) 92 ff. 
169 Pelliot (1932); Mostaert (1933); and Hambis (1954). 
170 Halbertsma (2001b); (2002a); 120-123; (2002b); (2003b).  
171 The University Museum and Art Gallery owns over one thousand of these objects. Around one hundred are on 
permanent display. Six of the crosses of this collection are included here in Appendix 2.4. 
172 A number of these objects is included in the Scheut collection displayed at the C.I.C.M. China Museum in Brussels, 
Belgium.    
173 Naby (2006) 22 ff. 
174 Gai (1991) 281 and Plate 1.6.4.  
175 I was shown one such cross which is part of the collection of the Archaeology Institute of the Academy of Social 
Sciences in Ulaanbaatar in January 2007. The cross was according to the curator found in the southern Gobi desert near the 
Chinese Mongolian border but did not originate from a grave or archaeological discovery.  
176 I know of only one stone documented south of the Daqingshan Mountains: Gai (1991) 281 and Pl. I.VII.I 76. 
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heritage.177 The Han roof tiles illustrate the coincidental resemblance of a category of pre-Nestorian objects with 
Nestorian depictions and it may well be the case that the ‘Ordos bronzes’ belong to a similar category of objects.  
The three outlined examples from the Ordos region in Inner Mongolia illustrate the problems regarding a 
Nestorian identification of customs and objects. Apart from questions regarding the origin of material as 
Nestorian, some missionaries were undoubtedly guided by what perhaps can be best called a Christian 
appropriation of the heritage. As recalled by Nicolini-Zani in his essay on the appropriation of the Xi’an Stele, 
studies of the stone often reveal much about the student, causing the stele to serve as a ‘mirror interpreting its 
interpreter’.178  
The identification of objects as Nestorian has, in other words, at times proved to be problematic and 
highlights the importance of understanding the author’s background and, indeed, motivations. Such problems 
have, of course, not been limited to the - otherwise most valuable - research and documentation of Nestorian 
heritage by missionaries. Presentation and interpretation of Nestorian discoveries by field researchers– both 
foreign and Chinese – have at times been most problematic too. 
 
11.2 Twentieth century appropriation of Nestorian heritage by researchers  
Visits of the early researchers and subsequent Chinese archaeologists did not go unnoticed among the local 
herders and settlers living around the Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia. Suspicions of local settlers regarding 
treasure seeking were mainly provoked during early fieldwork and seem to be particularly focused on foreign 
researchers. Indeed, by the 1970s, when Gai started his projects, local settlers and herders understood some of 
the motifs of the researchers visiting ancient sites. A female herder from Olon Sume remembered:  
 
After 1970, people from Bailingmiao started to visit Olon Sume. At that time a Mongolian named Jigmed 
Suren came with a foreign archaeologist to Olon Sume. The foreigner looked Asian, so he may have 
been Chinese after all and perhaps he was from Beijing. I asked permission to join them. When we came 
near Olon Sume, at around one li [500 m., TH] from the walls, I saw a white donkey standing along the 
city wall. I said to Jigmed Suren: “look at that white donkey”. But he said that there was no white 
donkey, and that it was a stone. But I replied that it was an ash-white donkey. And when we arrived it 
was a stone. I did not argue with them, but I knew it was an ash-white donkey. I was young at the time 
and my eyes were good. I also saw two stones at Olon Sume, one standing and one lying. The one I had 
seen as the donkey was broken. The other had some decorations.179  
 
The ‘foreign archaeologist’, or perhaps simply ‘outsider’, featured in the anecdote is most probably Chinese 
archaeologist Gai who started his field research on the Öngüt sites in 1973. Olon Sume was at the time still 
remote and foreigners would not have been able to visit the site, let alone participate in an archaeological 
excavation on the Sino-Mongolian border. The identification of an ash- white donkey, or indeed, a rock, reminds 
of Mongolians describing the remains as camels or a caravan of camels. 
Though at times perceived as treasure seekers by local settlers and herders, the appropriation of the 
Nestorian heritage among the foreign researchers consisted in the first place of a documentation of the material. 
It is this appropriation – the documentation of the material for study – that, alongside documentation by 
missionaries, resulted in the preservation of Nestorian heritage.  
At times, scholarly efforts were, like efforts of missionaries, embedded in ideological issues. Gai, for 
instance, conducted his research during the final years of the Cultural Revolution and published his findings in 
the mid 1980s and at the start of the 1990s when he embarked on a political career resulting in his senior 
appointment to the CPPCC (see the biographical remarks on Gai in Section 5.1). It can be safely assumed that 
Gai was confronted with socialist ideology during his field research and studies. Indeed, the archaeologist did 
not avoid an ideological appropriation of the material he studied and included a number of paragraphs on 
Marxist ideology in his main study on the Öngüt. Interestingly, but perhaps not surprising, Gai included remarks 
on Marxism in a section dealing with commerce and trade and a chapter on Nestorian Christianity.180  
The scholarly documentation of Nestorian material in Inner Mongolia was soon followed by a physical 
appropriation of the remains by researchers to furnish the collections of their institutes or otherwise. Egami, an 
                                                
177 See overview in: Chen (2003) 12 ff. and for instance plate 20 on page 76 of the same publication. 
178 Nicolini-Zani (2006b) 2.  
179 Interview with Mongolian herder Ms. S., Ekhin Us, July 2004. 
180 Gai (1991) 72 and 299 ff.  
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exception among the early foreign researchers in this respect, already started to built a collection in the late 
1930s. Chinese archaeologists have naturally continued the physical appropriation of the material. Gai, of 
course, brought a number of his most spectacular discoveries to Hohhot, as recalled by a herder in 2004:  
 
There was a monument with three different languages; Chinese, Mongol and Tangut, but this was moved 
to the Hohhot Museum [i.e. the Museum of Inner Mongolia, TH].181  
 
The collecting prompted a number of Chinese and Mongolian farmers and herders to cement objects from 
Nestorian sites into their farms, to avoid losing the items to archaeologists who did not compensate them when 
retrieving the material.182 Not all objects discovered by Gai were, however, included in his collections. When 
two domes featuring Nestorian crosses were discovered at Mukhor Soborghan, only one was taken to 
Bailingmiao.183 The other object was simply deemed superfluous and reburied at the site.184 To my knowledge, 
this object remained hidden and undocumented until at least 2005.  
 The main problem regarding Nestorian material included in collections frequently concerns the lack of 
documentation regarding provenance, environment and related issues. The appropriation of objects in collections 
has thus resulted in an isolation of the material from the field and the very clues that contribute to an 
understanding of the material. Egami seems to have been most sensitive about these issues, refraining from hasty 
excavations in order to preserve the site for proper archaeological research at a later stage.  
Sadly, early Chinese excavation of untouched sites seem to have been limited to little more than a 
retrieval of objects. Documentation of these excavations has been minimal. Even excavations performed as late 
as the mid 1990s seem to have been inspired by salvaging objects before sites were looted or otherwise 
destroyed, rather than to document the process of the excavation.  
 Finally, the presentation of Nestorian material in Chinese museum collections is now complicated by yet 
another form of appropriation. After a number of gravestones from Quanzhou were damaged or destroyed (in 
itself a form of appropriation) during the Cultural Revolution museum curators decided to replicate 
gravestones.185 The replicating has again complicated research as not only can originals no longer be studied, but 
at the Quanzhou Maritime Museum replicas have been presented as genuine Nestorian objects.186 Surprisingly, 
also stones that still survive in other collections have been replicated and presented as originals by the 
museum.187 As it has become increasingly difficult to distinguish documentation of replicated stones and genuine 
objects, the appropriation of the Nestorian heritage through replicating has compromised the study of the 
collection of these objects. Worryingly, at least three replicas seem to have entered literature, without mention of 
their misleading origin.188 Indeed, it has now become imperative to verify the genuineness of Nestorian 
gravestones from Quanzhou when presenting and consulting documentation of stones exhibited in the Quanzhou 
Maritime Museum.189 
Ironically, the director of this very museum has become entangled in the debate regarding the 
authenticity of The City of Light, an account largely set in Quanzhou of a Jewish merchant who ‘entered China 
four years before Marco Polo’.190 It thus seems that the ‘editor and translator’ of The City of Light - the book is 
widely considered to be a forgery - spectacularly appropriated the Nestorian presence in the city, as well as other 
                                                
181 Interview with Mongolian herder Mr. K., Haolaixincun, July 2004. The object referred to is most probably the trilingual 
stele, see: Halbertsma (2005a) Stelae 57.  
182 It must be noted that the inclusion of objects in Chinese collections has not always guaranteed their survival. At least one 
stone from Quanzhou, ‘the best known example’, has been damaged beyond repair during the Cultural Revolution and is 
now one of a number of replicas on display. Here, it was the photographic documentation of the stone that has ensured its 
survival. See: Lieu (2006a) 284.  
183 Halbertsma (2005a) Cone 56. 
184 Based on remarks made by personnel of the Bailingmiao cultural heritage bureau, Bailingmiao, March 2003. 
185 Lieu (2006) 284.  
186 For an example of replicas in exhibitions see: Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 202 ff. 
187 Lieu (2006) 287, note 28 and especially: Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 254 ff.  
188 Stones included in Parry (2006a) Fig. 4, 8 and 10 are listed as replicas in Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 220 ff.  
189 Thanks to early publications of Wu Wenliang and John Foster a verification of the origins of a number of stones is 
possible. Compare for instance the image credited as ‘Christian Tombstone’ in Parry (2006b) 12 with: Wu (2005) B 39; 
Foster (1954) Plate X and Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) Plate 15.  
190 Wang (2000). See for Wang’s further publication on this matter: Gardner, Lieu and Parry (2005) 196.  
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Christian aspects, for the benefit of his well-researched and, at times, amusing hoax.191 In fact, the short passage 
concerning the Nestorian community of Zaiton, can be considered to provide a fair synopsis of the Nestorian 
arrival and presence in China.192  
 
11.3 Conclusions  
Much of the Nestorian heritage recorded and documented by missionaries, researchers and archaeologists no 
longer exists in the field. The documentation is simply the only material available for the study of the Nestorian 
remains of Inner Mongolia. The documentation, in respect of the presentation, interpretation and scope, is, 
however, frequently problematic or at the very least incomplete. At times appropriation of the material has also 
guided presentation and interpretation of the presentation of objects documented. These problems are 
encountered on almost every level of documentation. It is thus important to familiarize oneself with the 
circumstances, interests and motivations of the researchers when consulting these publications. 
Carried to an extreme, the sighting of an ‘ash-white donkey’ among the ruins of Olon Sume, perceived 
by others as a white stone, illustrates the problem of studying objects that have been appropriated, be it by 
missionaries, foreign researchers, Chinese archaeologists, Han Chinese settlers, Mongolian herders or, in this 
case, a Han Chinese orphan adopted and raised by a Mongolian family. For one can only surmise what the 
herder recorded that day at Olon Sume: an ash-white donkey or, indeed, ‘a white stone with some decorations’ 
relevant to the Nestorian heritage of Inner Mongolia.  
                                                
191 For a critical review article of The City of Light see: Rachewiltz and Leslie (1998). 
192 Selbourne (1997) 133-134.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
In this study I have examined the Nestorian presence in Inner Mongolia during the build up of the Mongol rule 
and the Yuan dynasty. I started by introducing a number of medieval sources, both western and eastern, 
regarding the Christian presence in the Far East.  
The western sources initially detailed of an imaginary Christian king in the Far East popularized as 
Prester John. Subsequent visits of western envoys, missionaries and merchants, however, did  confirm an actual 
Nestorian presence in the Far East. These sources provide in the first place context to the Nestorian material 
culture found in Inner Mongolia.  
The Nestorian Church of the East first reached China and the Far East under the Tang dynasty but the 
terms associated with the Tang church are not useful or appropriate for a discussion on Nestorian Christianity 
under the Mongols. I am aware that the same can be said for the traditional terms ‘Nestorian’ or ‘Nestorianism’ 
but due to the lack of a better term I have chosen to maintain the traditional terminology where ‘Church of the 
East’ would be too cumbersome.  
  I have limited myself to the study of the Nestorian presence in Damaoqi and Siziwangqi, two banners 
north of the Daqingshan mountains in present Inner Mongolia. During the Mongol period the main Nestorian 
people in this region were the Öngöt, a people of Turkic origin. One of the  rulers, King George, deserves special 
mention for he is referred to in both eastern and western sources and well known for the building of both 
Nestorian and Roman Catholic churches.  
The Öngöt rulers were closely allied to the Mongol court and their rulers favored Nestorian Christianity 
over other religions. That said, the steppe peoples were not adverse to practicing a variety of religions at the 
same time. Although the Nestorian Öngöt lived at considerable distance from the centre of the Church of the 
East in Baghdad they were theoretically part of a pragmatic church structure that organized church affairs in the 
Far East. The functioning of this structure was allowed by the Mongol rulers who practiced a pragmatic policy 
that tolerated all faiths as long as they did not rival the Mongol rule. 
The presence of Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia was again confirmed by the discovery of a great 
number of gravestones and settlements along the Shara Muren and Aibagh-in Gol rivers. The discoveries were 
made from the 1920s onwards when different foreign expeditions explored Inner Mongolia. These early 
explorers documented a great number of Nestorian remains, including ruins, gravesites and isolated gravestones. 
As much of this material no longer exists, the early documentation is frequently the only source for the study of 
this material and the Nestorian culture in Inner Mongolia. 
Unlike the early foreign researchers, Chinese archaeologists were able to excavate the Nestorian sites 
from 1949 onwards. They thus unearthed a large number of extremely valuable Nestorian steles and other 
objects. At the turn of the twenty-first century foreign researchers, including the present author, regained access 
to the field. The present author documented both material culture of the Nestorian Öngöt  as well as the oral 
history regarding these remains. 
The material culture documented and examined in this study consists of Nestorian remains from Öngöt 
settlements and gravesites. The Öngöt lived in walled cities along major caravan routes. Inside one of these 
settlements now known as Olon Sume, remains of a Nestorian church and, possibly, a Roman Catholic cathedral 
have been found. If the latter is indeed Roman Catholic, the city was at some point most probably ruled by King 
George. Attempts are also made by the present author to identify Öngöt cities in the field.  
The bulk of the Nestorian material described in this study originates from gravesites. Most of these sites 
have been looted and the documented material frequently lacks any context. It is nevertheless possible to study 
the Nestorian culture of the Öngöt from these isolated objects.  
The Nestorian Christians in Inner Mongolia used a variety of graves including rock-graves, graves with 
horizontal gravestones, graves with tomb sculptures and graves with pillars. Steles and gravestones frequently 
depict crosses rising from lotus flowers and symbols taken from a variety of faiths and cultures. A number of 
these grave monuments and steles depict multiple inscriptions in different languages and scripts. Inscriptions are 
written in Syriac, Uighur and Chinese languages and scripts. Inscriptions in the Syriac language, the liturgical 
language of the  Church of the East, are few and limited to standard invocations indicating that Syriac was not 
widely used among the Nestorian Öngöt. No inscriptions in the Mongol language have been found, illustrating 
the origins of the Öngöt as a Turkic rather than Mongol people.  
The iconography and inscriptions are further examined as expressions of four dimensions that help to 
shed light on the religious, political, geographical and ethnic realities of the Nestorian Öngöt. Also, attempts are 
made to reveal how the material culture of the Nestorian Öngöt  developed over time. Although the number of 
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objects is too small to come to definite conclusions, the Nestorian material culture seems to have absorbed local 
influences at the expense of its more traditional characteristics.  
Finally, this study examines the appropriation of the Nestorian heritage by different groups of peoples in 
Inner Mongolia. Among these groups are settlers who re-used the material for building purposes, looters who 
collected material for the antiques market, herders who appropriated the Öngöt culture in their story telling and 
ceremonial practices, missionaries who utilized the Nestorian past for evangelical purposes and researchers who 
documented or collected the material for further study. Appropriation, in other words has caused the 
disappearance as well as the preservation of the material culture of the Nestorian Öngöt. Although I regret the 
destructive appropriation of Nestorian heritage, this has not guided the discussion. I have simply attempted to 
distinguish the different forms of appropriation and to explain their functioning.  
It must be pointed out, however, that the material culture of the Öngöt is disappearing at a speed not 
encountered before and that the documentation and publication of the Öngöt heritage has now become urgent. I 
have therefore included a great number of plates and appendices in this study which in some instances contain 
the only documentation available of the Nestorian objects that have been lost.   
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APPENDICES 
 
APPENDIX 1. COORDINATES OF NESTORIAN SITES IN INNER MONGOLIA AND FANGSHAN 
 
1.1 Nestorian sites in Inner Mongolia 
Site Latitude Longitude 
Aobaowusu (a.k.a. Gebi Senden) (f) N42.10.47656 E110.46.78977 
Bailingmiao (c) N41.42.01854 E110.26.09095 
Biqigetuhaolai (g) N41.56.61158 E110.17.07390 
Bitchik Jellag N41.22.230 E111.15.805 
Bolt (f) N41.48.457 E110.45.595 
Boro Baishing (a.k.a. Jingzhou) (r) N41.28.123 E111.27.408 
Gegentala (t) N41.47.36311 E111.50.44922 
Harinaoru (a.k.a. Khar Nuruu) (f) N42.03.65366 E110.49.03961 
Jin dynasty wall (near Mukhor Soborghan) N41.46.03541 E111.04.16341 
Kekewusu (f) N41.38.43457 E111.31.11703 
Khundiin Gol N41.58.160 E110.27.770 
Maodukundui (f) N41.51.89432 E110.21.87709 
Mukhor Soborghan (r) N41.45.25908 E111.05.03276 
Olon Sume (r) N41.57.60196 E110.29.17024 
Sishiqingdi/Daheihe (f) N41.27.37142 E111.27.26463 
Siziwang/Wulanhua (t) N41.31.25151 E111.41.72957 
Ulan Baishing (a.k.a. Chengbuzi) (r, g) N41.40.07930 E111.31.64393 
Wangmuliang (g) N41.27.68621 E111.28.68470 
Well (near Mukhor Soborghan) (f) N41.45.03988 E111.04.68225 
Zhaohe (c) N41.19.36825 E111.13.47915 
Zuum Kholai (f) N41.48.240 E110.41.276 
 
r = ruin/city remains, g = gravesite, f = modern farm, t = town or city  
 
1.2 Fangshan (Beijing) 
Fangshan (ruin) N3944.50592 E11554.28455 
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APPENDIX 2. IMAGES FROM RARE OR INACCESSABLE PUBLICATIONS 
 
2.1. De Brabander (1891): Sketches of seven stones from Shiszhuziliang 
 
 
1. De Brabander (1891) 411. The Dutch caption reads: “All gravestones are from one piece and of a 
black stone … Only the base in Nr. 8 is of a white marble. - Nr. 3 depicts the east side of Nr. 1. – Nr. 
7 is positioned horizontally before a standing stone without a cross. The base in Nr. 8 measures four 
feet in length: the Chinese foot equals 32 centimetres.”  
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2.2.1. Pieters (1924a): Three stones from Shizhuziliang 
 
 
   
1.
 P
ie
te
rs
 (1
92
4a
) P
la
te
 o
pp
os
ite
 p
ag
e 
54
. 
 
 
 204 
 2.2.2. Pieters (1924a): Two stones from Shizhuziliang 
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2.2.3. Pieters (1924b): One stone from Shizhuziliang and portraits of De Brabander and Pieters 
 
 
      1. Pieters (1924b) Plate oppsite page 248. 
 
 
 
  
 
2. Cesar de Brabander/ courtesy of Dirk van 
Overmeire. 
  
3. Charles Pieters/ courtesy of Dirk van Overmeire. 
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2.3.1. Gai (1991): Eight stones from Biqigetuhaolai  
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2.3.2. Gai (1991): One stone from Biqigetuhaolai and four stones from Olon sume  
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2.4. The Hong Kong University Museum and Art Gallery: Eight ‘Ordos Bronzes’ 
 
 
1. ‘Ordos bronze’/ Courtesy of the Hong Kong 
University Museum 
 
 
2. ‘Ordos bronze’/ Courtesy of the Hong Kong 
University Museum 
 
3. ‘Ordos bronze’/ Courtesy of the Hong Kong 
University Museum 
 
 
4. ‘Ordos bronze’/ Courtesy of the Hong Kong 
University Museum 
 
5. ‘Ordos bronze’/ Courtesy of the Hong Kong 
University Museum 
 
 
6. ‘Ordos bronze’/ Courtesy of the Hong Kong 
University Museum 
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2.5. Joseph (undated): Four plates on Keikyo 
 
 
1. Joseph (undated): 45. 
  
 
2. Joseph (undated): 73. 
 
 
3. Joseph (undated): 131. 
 
 
4. Joseph (undated): 147. 
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APPENDIX 3. GLOSSARY* 
 
Aibugai he 艾不蓋河 
Akabori Eizō 赤堀英三 
Alunsumu 阿伦苏木 
Alunxinmu 阿伦新木 
Aluoben 阿儸本 
Aobaowusu 敖包烏素 
Awalabian Tiemulasi 阿兀剌編 帖木剌思 
Bai Tata 白韃韃 (White Tatars) 
Bailingmiao 百灵庙 
Baotou 包头 
Bian Chongzheng 邊崇正 
Biqigetuhaola 毕其格图好来 
Boluobansheng 波罗板升 
Bosi jiao 波斯教  
Bosi si 波斯寺  
Buguo 卜國 
Chaganaobao Sumu 查干敖包苏木 
Chaganhada Sumu 查干哈达苏木 
Chaimudaitan 柴木代滩 
Chang’an 長安 
Changchun 長春 
Chen Yuan 陳垣 
Chengbuzi 城卜子 
Chiang Kaishek 蔣介石 
Chifeng 赤峰 
Chongfu si 崇福司 
Dadu 大都 
Daerhanmao Ming’an Lianhe Qi 達兒罕茂明安聯合旗 
Dafo si 大佛寺 
Dahei he 大黑河 
Daluhuachi 达魯花赤 
Damaoqi 大茂旗 
dao 道 (the way, the teaching)  
Daqin 大秦 
Daqinjiao 大秦教 
Daqin jingjiao 大秦景教 
Daqingshan 大青山 
Dening 德寧 
Deninglu 德寧路 
Dianlaiwusu 点来乌苏 
Diexie 迭屑 
Dongsheng 東勝 
Doulunxian Ganbaozi 多林县干泡子 
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Egami Namio 江上波夫 
fa 法 (dharma) 
Fangshan 房山 
Fengshoudi 丰收地 
fengshui 風水 (landscape geomancy) 
Fujian 福建 
Furen 輔仁 
Gai Shanlin 盖山林 
Gansu 甘肅 
Gaotang 高唐 
Gebishandan 戈毕山丹 
Gegentala 格根塔拉 
guanling 管領 (administrator) 
Gucheng Nan 古城南 
Han 漢 
Hanbaiyu 漢白玉 (white marble) 
Haolaixincun 好来新村 
Harinaoru 哈日淖如 
Hattori Shirô 服部四郎 
Heishatu 黑沙图 
Heishui 黑水 
Heishui Xincheng 黑水新城 
Hou Yi 后羿 
Huagang Yan 花岗岩 (granite) 
Huai Du 懷都 
Huajingoumen 畫近溝門 
Huanghe 黃河 
Huang Wenbi 黃文弼 
Hui 回 
Huihui 回回 
Iida Sagashi 飯田須賀斯 
Inoo Tentaro 稲生典太郎 
jiao 教 (teaching) 
Jin 金 
Jing’an 靜安 
Jingjiao 景教 
Jingjing 景淨 
Jingzhaofu 京兆府 
Jingzhou 淨州 
Jining 集寧 
Jinshi 金史  
kaiken 开垦 (to reclaim) 
kang 炕 (brick bed warmed by fire underneath) 
Kekewusu 可可烏素 
Kokugakuin考古學院 
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Kong Cun (sic!) 孔群 (Kong Qun) 
Kuolijisi 闊里吉思 
Laotianye 老天爷 
Laozi 老子 
Li Yiyou 李逸友 
Li Zhichang 李志常 
Li Zicheng 李自成 
Liang Xiang 梁相 
liang 梁 (roof beam) 
Liao 遼 
Luntai 輪薹 
Ma 馬 
Ma Xielijisi (sic!) 馬薛里吉思 (Maxuelijisi) 
Maodukundui 毛都坤兌 
Miaozigou 庙子沟 
Ming 明 
mubei 墓碑 (gravestone)  
Muhuersuobugan 木胡儿索卜干 
Murayama Shichirō 村山七郎 
muzhiming 墓誌銘 (grave inscription) 
Nanjing 南京 
Ningxia 寧夏 
Niu Ruji 牛汝极 
paizi 牌子 (plaque) 
Pang Xiaoai 龐孝愛 
potu 破土 (to break or dig up ground) 
Puihuisi 普会寺  
Qieliankou 怯怜口 
Qing 清 
Qingjiao 清教 
Qingshuihexian Tugouzi 清水河县土沟子 
Qingzhen 清真 
Qinjiao 秦教 
Quanzhou 泉州 
Saeki Yoshiro 佐伯好郎 
Shaanxi 陝西 
Shajing 砂京 
Shangdu 上都 
Shanxi 山西 
Shatuo 沙陀 
shendao beiming 神道碑銘 (spirit way inscription) 
Shizhuziliang 石柱子梁 
Shizi si 十字寺 
Shizi Huihui 十字回回 (Saracens of the Cross) 
shi pian 石片 (stone slab)  
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Shu’an 術安 
Shuhunan 術忽難 
si 寺(temple) 
Sishiqingdi 四十頃地 
Siziwangqi 四子王旗 
Song 宋 
Suiyüan 綏遠 
Tabuhe 塔布河 
Taiding 泰定 
Tianjin 天津 
Tōhō Bunka Gakuin 東方文化學院 
tukeng shuxue mu 土坑豎穴墓 (pit grave in the form of a vertical shaft tomb) 
Tuoketuo 托克托 
wadang 瓦当 (eaves tile) 
Wang Dafang 王大方 
Wang Xiaohua 王晓华 
Wangfu 王傅 
Wangfu Defengtang Bei 王傅德風堂碑 
Wanggu 汪古 
Wangmuliang 王墓梁 
Wei Jian 魏堅 
Wu Wenliang 吳文良 
Wu Youxiong 吳幼雄 
Wuchuan 武川 
Wulanhua 乌兰华 
Xi’an 西安  
Xie Bizhen 谢必震 
Xilamorizhen 希拉莫日鎮 
Xilamorigaole Tabu He 希拉莫日高勒塔布河 
Xindu 忻都 
Xinjiang 新疆 
Xiwanzi 西灣子 
xuezhuanmu 穴磗墓 (brick chamber tomb of the simple type) 
Yamazaki Takeshi 山崎隆 
Yan Fu 閻復 
Yangzhou 揚州 
Yanjing Xuebao 燕京學報 
Yelikewen 也里可温 
Yelie 也烈 
Yelü Dashi 耶律大使 
Yelü Yucheng 耶律于成 
Yelü Zicheng 耶律子成 
Yinshan 陰山 
Yu Xilu 俞希魯 
Yuan Shikai 袁世凱 
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Yuanwenlei 元文類 
Yuan 元 
Yuanshi 元史 
Zhao Wang 趙王  
Zhaohe 召河 
Zheng Long 郑隆 
Zhenjiang 鎮江 
Zhong Jing 中京 
Zhangjiakou 张家口 
Zhangjiao si 掌教司 
Zhangye 张掖 
Zhao 趙 
 
* A number of early western publications referred to in this study transcribe Chinese names 
without providing Chinese characters. 
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APPENDIX 4. HALBERTSMA (2005A) APPENDIX, ERRATA AND ADDITIONAL DATA 
 
4.1 Errata to Halbertsma (2005a)  
In map and entire text read: ‘Biqigetuhaolai’ for ‘Bi Qi Ge Hao Lai’  
In map and entire text read: ‘Chengbuzi’ for ‘Cheng Ba Zi’ 
In map and entire text read: ‘Wangmuliang’ for ‘Wang Mu Liao’  
In map and entire text read: ‘Sishiqingdi’ for ‘Sishiqindi’  
In map and entire text read: ‘Harinaoru’ for ‘Harinaoe’ 
Page 183, 29. Gravestone, read under remarks: ‘Mukhor Soborghan’ for ‘Wang Mu Liao’ 
 
4.2 Additional data to Halbertsma (2005a) 
12. Gravestone (page 152): Gravestone removed by July 2005 from Aobaowusu/Gebi Senden and moved 
to tourist camp south of Bailingmiao.  
16. Gravestone (page 160): For further documentation see Gai (1991) I.VI.I 70-71; Niu (2006a) 222 
Example III; Baumer (2005) 205. 
17. Gravestone (page 164): For further documentation see Lattimore (1934) Plate ‘One of the larger 
crosses’; Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I. 14-16; Egami (2000) Plate 1B and Plate 65 A-B; Yokohama 
Museum of EurAsian Cultures (2003) cover image. Gravestone was one of a pair deposited at Olon 
Sume by July 2005.  
21. Gravestone (page 171): For further documentation see Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I. 42-43. 
22. Gravestone (page 172): For further documentation see Gai (1991) I.VI.I 56-57; Niu (2006a) 223 
Example IV. 
29. Gravestone (page 183): For further documentation see Chow (2007) 219; Martin (1938) Plate X c. and 
Fig. 13; Wei and Zhu (1997) Plate 1 and 3 opposite page 525 (see also Appendix 4.1 Errata). 
30. Gravestone (page 186): For further documentation see Martin (1938) Fig. 6 and Plate VIII a-c; 
Grönbech (1940) 306; Lum (1981) Plate 18 and 19; Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I. 22-25; Niu (2006a) 224 
Example I.  
31. Gravestone (page 189): For further documentation see Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I. 46-48 
32. Gravestone (page 192): For further documentation see Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I. 44-45 
33. Gravestone (page 194): For further documentation see Martin (1938) Fig. 7; Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.I. 
49-51. 
34. Gravestone (page 197): For further documentation see Martin (1938) Fig. 13; Wei and Zhu (1997) 
Plate 4-5 opposite page 525. 
57. Stele (Page 218): For further documentation see Chow (2007) 221; Gai (1991) Plate I.VI.VIII; Niu (2006a) 
217 Example I. 
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4.3 Halbertsma (2005a) Appendix1 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 Appendix 4.3 was first published as an appendix to Halbertsma (2005a). The author wishes to express his gratitude to the editor of Monumenta Serica, prof. dr. Roman Malek, 
for his permission to reproduce the appendix in the journal’s lay out.   
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Les inscriptions syriaques (Geuthner: Paris, 2004). 
Brock (1996) S. Brock, “The ‘Nestorian’ Church: A Lamentable Misnomer”, in: Bulletin of the John Rylands 
University Library of Manchester 78-3 (1996) 23-35. 
 276 
Brose (2005) Michael C. Brose, “Uyghur Technologists of Writing and Literacy in Mongol China”, T’oung Pao 
XCI 4-5 (2005) 396-435. 
Buell (1993) P.D. Buell, in: Rachewiltz ed., In the service of the Khan : eminent personalities of the early 
Mongol-Yu!an period (1200-1300) (Harrassowitz: Wiesbaden, 1993) 95-111. 
Bulag (2002) Uradyn E. Bulag, The Mongols at China’s Edge : history and the politics of national 
unity (Rowman & Littlefield: Lanham, 2002). 
C. (1934) C. [author only credited with initial], “A la recherche des églises de Jean de Mont-Corvin, Le Bulletin 
Catholique de Pékin (1934) 35-36. 
Cameron (1970) Nigel Cameron, Barbarians and Mandarins: thirteen centuries of Western travellers in China 
(Walker/Weatherhill: New York, 1970). 
Campbell (2000 reprint) C. Campbell, Travels in Mongolia, 1902 ( tSOPublishing: Londen, 2000 reprint). 
Chen (2003) Chen Yongzhi 陈永志 (ed.), Neimenggu Chutu Wadang 内蒙古出土瓦当 [Excavated roof tiles 
from Inner Mongolia] (Wenwuchubanshe 文物出版社: Beijing, 2003). 
Chen Yuan (1938) Chen Yuan, “On the Damaged Tablets Discovered by Mr. D. Martin in Inner Mongolia”, 
Monumenta Serica III 1 (1938) 250-256, pl. XV-XVI. 
Chen Yuan (1966) Chen Yuan, Western and Central Asians in China under the Mongols (Monumenta Serica at 
the University of California: Los Angeles, 1966) (Monumenta Serica XV). 
Chow (2007) Annie Chow (ed.), The Silk Road in Inner Mongolia (University Museum and Gallery, The 
University of Hong Kong: Hong Kong, 2007) [bilingual in Chinese and English].  
CICARP (2003) The Chifeng International Collaborative Archaeological Regional Research Project, Regional 
Archaeology in Eastern Inner Mongolia: A Methodological Exploration (Science Press: Beijing, 2003). 
Clennell (1922) W.J. Clennell, “The Historical Setting of Chinkiang or a Bit of “Consular Bluff”“, The New 
China Review, Vol. IV, No. 4 (August 1922) 249-282. 
Coakley and Parry (1996) J.F. Coakley, and K. Parry, “Introduction”, Bulletin of the John Rylands University 
Library of Manchester 78-3 (1996) 3-6 [Special issue: The Church of the East: Life and Thought].  
Cordier (1917) Henri Cordier, “Le Christianisme en Chine et en Asie Centrale sous les Mongols”, T'oung Pao 
(1917) 4-113. 
Dardess (1973) John Dardess, “From Mongol Empire to Yüan Dynasty: Changing Forms of Imperial Rule in 
Mongolia and Central Asia”, Monumenta Serica XXX (1972-1973) 117-165. 
Dauvillier (1948) Jean Dauvillier, “Les provinces Chaldéennes ‘de l’extérieur au Moyen Age”, in: Mélanges 
offerts au R. P. Ferdinand Cavallera, Bibliothèque de l’Institut Catholique, Toulouse 1948, 261-319. 
[reprinted in: Dauvillier (1983) article I] . 
Dauvillier (1956a) Jean Dauvillier, “Quelques témoignages littéraires et archéologiques sur la présence et sur le 
culte des images dans l’ancienne Eglise chaldéene”, L’Orient Syrien I. (1956) 297-304. [reprinted in: 
Dauvillier (1983) article IX]. 
Dauvillier (1956b) Jean Dauvillier, “Les croix triomphales dans l’ancienne Eglise chaldéene”, Eléona (Octobre 
1956) 297-304. [reprinted in: Dauvillier (1983) article X]. 
Dauvillier (1983) Jean Dauvillier, Histoire et institutions des Eglises orientales au Moyen Age (Variorum 
Reprints: London 1983). 
Dawson (1955) C. Dawson ed., The Mission to Asia: Narratives and Letters of the Franciscan Missionaries in 
Mongolia and China in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries (Sheed and Ward: London, 1955). 
De Boer (1998) D.E.H. De Boer ed., Kennis op Kamelen (Prometheus: Amsterdam, 1998) [Dutch]. 
De Brabander (1891a) Cesar de Brabander, “Midden-Mongolië – Brief van den E.H. De Brabander”, Missiën in 
China in Congo 26 (1891) 409-412 [Dutch]. 
De Brabander (1891b) Cesar de Brabander, “Mengelmaren – Onrust in China; Hongersnood in Kan-soe en 
Midden-Mongolië”, Missiën in China in Congo 34 (1891b) 541-543 [Dutch]. 
De Brabander (1892) Cesar de Brabander, “De hongersnood in Mongolië”, Missiën in China in Congo 46 (1892) 
145-147 [Dutch]. 
De Groot (1910) De Groot, The Religious System of China. Its Ancient Forms, Evolution, History and Present 
Aspect, Manners, Custom and Social Institutions Connected Therewith (Brill: Leiden, 1892-1910) 
[consulted in the reprinted edition by Chengwen: Taibei, 1972. 5 volumes]. 
Deeg (2006) Max Deeg, “Towards a New Translation of the Chinese Nestorian Documents from the Tang 
Dynasty”, in: Malek (2006a) 115-131.  
DeFrancis (1993) John DeFrancis, In the Footsteps of Genghis Khan (University of Hawaii Press: Honolulu, 
1993). 
 277 
Delacour (2005) Catherine Delacour, “Un ensemble funéraire Öngüt du début de l’époque Yuan provenant de 
Mongolie intérieure”, Arts Asiatiques 60 (2005) 85-102. 
Deng and Zhang (1992) Deng Hongwei 邓宏伟 and Zhang Wenfang 张文芳, “Alunsimugucheng Yizhi 
阿伦新木古城遗址” [Remains of Alunsimugucheng], Neimenggu Wenwukaogu 内蒙古文物考古, I 
(1992) 133-138. 
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SAMENVATTING (DUTCH SYNOPSIS) 
 
De titel van dit Engelstalige proefschrift laat zich vertalen als ‘Nestoriaans erfgoed van Binnen-Mongolië: 
ontdekking, reconstructie en toe-eigening’. Het proefschrift bestaat uit vier delen. De ondertitel verwijst naar de 
laatste drie delen. 
Deel 1 bestaat uit een inleiding tot de middeleeuwse bronnen over de Nestoriaanse aanwezigheid in het 
Verre Oosten, de relevante terminologie en de historische context.  
Deze inleiding beschrijft hoe er in de twaalfde eeuw in Europa beeldvorming ontstond van een 
christelijke aanwezigheid in het Verre Oosten. Deze beeldvorming werd gebaseerd op de verslagen van vroege 
reizigers in of uit het Verre Oosten. De christelijke aanwezigheid in Centraal Azië, Mongolië en China bestond 
in de aanloop naar en tijdens de Mongoolse overheersing voornamelijk uit Nestorianen. De termen ‘Nestoriaans’ 
of ‘Nestoriaan’ zijn weliswaar niet toereikend - wellicht zelfs ongepast - maar wel handzaam voor de studie naar 
het vroege Christendom in Azië.  
Deel 2 behandelt de ontdekking van het Nestoriaanse erfgoed in Binnen-Mongolië en introduceert het 
veldwerk dat relevant is voor de bestudering ervan. Dit veldwerk werd achtereenvolgens verricht door westerse, 
Japanse en Chinese onderzoekers en leidde tot de identificatie van een aantal Nestoriaanse nederzettingen en 
Christelijke objecten in Binnen-Mongolië. Dit deel beschrijft ook het veldwerk van de auteur, dat zich 
voornamelijk richt op het documenteren van Nestoriaans erfgoed en de verhalen van lokale herders en boeren 
hierover.  
Deel 3 geeft een reconstructie van het Nestoriaanse erfgoed in Binnen-Mongolië. Het beschrijft, 
analyseert en interpreteert de objecten en probeert de steden en nederzettingen waar dit materiaal gevonden werd 
te identificeren. Hierbij wordt een aantal karakteristieken van het materiaal geïdentificeerd die uitdrukking geven 
aan religieuze, geografische, etnische en politiek dimensies. Deze dimensies geven inzicht in de ontwikkeling 
die de materiële cultuur van de Nestoriaanse Christenen in Binnen-Mongolië doormaakte en plaatsen het 
materiaal ten opzichte van andere Nestoriaanse gemeenschappen in de regio.  
Deel 4 beschrijft hoe verschillende groepen zich het Nestoriaanse erfgoed van Binnen-Mongolië toe-
eigenden. Daarbij wordt onderscheidt gemaakt tussen de toe-eigening door Han-Chinezen, Mongolen, 
missionarissen en onderzoekers. Dit deel verklaart waarom het materiaal tot in de twintigste eeuw in het veld te 
vinden was, maar vervolgens in rap tempo grotendeels verdween of werd vernietigd. Het documenteren van het 
Nestoriaanse erfgoed voor de bestudering van de Nestoriaanse cultuur in Binnen-Mongolië is daardoor hoogst 
urgent geworden.  
De vier delen worden geïllustreerd met 34 platen en afgesloten met vier appendices. De platen 
presenteren in de eerste plaats het materiaal van de auteur. De appendices presenteren tevens materiaal uit 
moeilijk toegankelijke bronnen uit China, Japan of vroege westerse publicaties. De laatste appendix bevat een 
overzicht van al het door de auteur gedocumenteerde materiaal en werd eerder als artikel gepubliceerd in 
Monumenta Serica. 
 
 
